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Abstract 
 
This is a practice-led project consisting of a Young Adult novel, Open Cut, and an 
exegesis, ‘I Wouldn’t Say That’: Finding a Young Adult, Female Voice in a Queensland 
Mining Town. The thesis investigates the use of first person narration in order to create an 
immediate engaging, realist Young Adult Fiction. The creative work is a fictionalised 
account of the time that the author and her daughter spent in Moranbah between the years 
2002-2004, when she was transferred to the central Queensland town as a teacher 
employed by Education Queensland. The research design is bound by a feminist 
interpretative paradigm. The methodology employed is practice-led, auto-ethnography, 
and participant observation. Particular characteristics of first person narration used in 
Australian Young Adult Fiction are identified in an analysis of Dust, by Christine 
Bongers, and Jasper Jones, by Craig Silvey. The exegesis also contains a reflection on the 
researcher’s creative work, and the process used to draft, edit, plot and construct the 
novel. The research contributes to knowledge in the field of Young Adult Literature 
because it offers a stark, graphic portrayal of an Australian mining town that has not been 
heard before. It allows other young women in society to hear stories, similar to their own, 
and from that, gain a greater understanding of themselves and others. 
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 Open Cut 
By Leeann Nolan 
 
 
 
“Much may be conquer’d,  
much may be endur’d 
Of what degrades and crushes us” 
            Julian and Hadalo, Percy Bysshe Shelley 
 
 
 
“When you are in the middle of a story it isn’t a story at all, but 
only a confusion; a dark roaring, a blindness, a wreckage of 
shattered glass and splintered wood … It’s only afterwards that it 
becomes anything like a story at all. When you are telling it, to 
yourself or to someone else.” 
          Alias Grace, Margaret Atwood 
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When you first move to a new place it is as if your mind has been left behind. It still 
inhabits the old streets, shops, rooms where you used to live. I’ve read in history books 
that the early Australian explorers painted the landscape as if it were the English 
countryside. They would sit in the bush, transforming their surroundings into beautiful 
water colours. They were unable to see what was right before their eyes. Their 
imaginations were more powerful than the reality they saw, their fantasies blurred and 
they dreamt constantly of home, yearning to return. It takes a while for your mind to 
catch up with your body. Given time though, your dreams blur and you’re left with a 
reality that slams you, shuddering and weak, back into the present.  
* 
 There had been few signs of life since we made the turn inland from 
Rockhampton. The last three hours of our twelve hour journey had been desolate; nothing 
but scrub and the occasional kangaroo. I took my feet off the dash and sat up to change 
the compilation tape that my best friend Christina had helped me put together for the long 
drive. It felt as if it was the hundredth time we had heard, “Get the Party Started”, and I 
couldn’t bear to listen to it again.  
 ‘Peak Downs,’ I said, reading the red block letters on the side of the industrial 
shed that became larger as we rapidly approached it.  ‘What is that? Where are we?’ 
 ‘We must be nearly there. I think this is the mines,’ Mum said.  
 Mum made this deduction having absolutely no idea what we were actually 
looking at. It was early January 2002, and up until this point we had never seen a mine 
site before. 
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  Mountains of soil the colour of HB lead appeared before us, and massive 
machinery littered a landscape that looked like something out of a science fiction movie. 
The huge mounds seemed dry and forlorn, unlike anything I had ever seen before. The 
sky was a cloudless, worn-out blue, but at any moment I expected a sudden bolt of 
lightning to strike and Arnold Swarzenegger to emerge, naked, from behind one of the 
huge cranes, muscles rippling ready to take on the machines.  
  A large carpark could be seen from the road, and a Safety Record Noticeboard 
at the entrance declared that the mine site was one hundred and eighty-four days accident 
free. What had happened one hundred and eighty-five days ago? We veered right and 
drove parallel along the mine’s fence line. In the distance I saw what looked like a toy 
truck driving precariously along the edge of a pit, as it travelled down into its depths.  We 
crossed a small railway bridge that stood over a coal train, which was on track to deliver 
its load to the ships waiting two hundred kilometres away on the coast. Moranbah, where 
we were headed, was the major service centre for workers of the mine. The town owed its 
existence to coal; black gold had given the workers of the town extraordinary wealth.  
 We turned left at a roadhouse, following a sign indicating the direction of 
Moranbah. It had an enclosed area at the back where a camel gazed at passersby. What on 
earth was a camel doing penned up out here in the middle of nowhere? It was trapped, 
sitting in the red dust. 
 Blinding flashes of light darted over the body of a car that looked like it was 
going to pull straight out onto the road in front of us from a side exit. The driver slammed 
on the brakes as he caught sight of us at the last minute, the rumbling of the engine 
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sounded as he revved the car, impatient for us to pass. The car flung out onto the road, 
tyres spinning wildly, dirt and gravel spat in all directions. I looked in the side mirror and 
saw it fishtailing behind us. The car almost clipped us, and the driver looked like he shat 
himself as he struggled to regain control of his vehicle. When he steadied the steering 
wheel, he flung his head back, laughing. He turned to the guy beside him, the action 
causing the car to swerve sharply to the left, and they veered off the bitumen and onto the 
gravel, sending more stones flying.  
 ‘What dickheads!’ said Mum, as she peered into the rear-view mirror. ‘The 
morons almost hit us. Shit, they’re just about up our arse. Maybe we should pull over and 
let them pass.’ 
 ‘Nuh, they’ll overtake us in a minute,’ I said. The end of our long, twelve hour 
journey had clearly frayed Mum’s nerves. 
 The exhaust of their car thundered aggressively, and with a sudden burst of 
acceleration the car pulled out of the left-hand lane and zoomed up alongside us, blasting 
us with the sound of thumping music. They looked crazed as they stared out the window, 
laughing like lunatics. There were two guys in the front, another two in the back with a 
girl in between. The guy in the back seat leaned out the window screeching something 
incomprehensible.  He held a Fourex stubbie in one hand, his tattooed forearm leant on 
the window as he pounded the car door with the palm of his other hand in time to the 
thudding music. The girl’s sullen face stared out at us.  
 I glanced at the speedo. We were doing a hundred. In seconds they had zoomed 
ahead of us. The car jerked back into the left-hand lane zigzagging, before it straightened 
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up and rocketed into the distance. 
  Just before the turn off to enter the mining town, we passed what looked like a 
massive red bucket in a cleared park area. The words, ‘Welcome to Moranbah’, were 
painted across it in white. On the opposite side of the road, stood a billboard that featured 
a question mark painted large in the middle. Yeah, what the? 
       * 
 It wasn’t as if I was leaving behind the perfect existence. Mum and I had spent 
the previous eleven years living in a cramped, two bedroom housing commission 
townhouse in Brisbane. We’d often be woken at all hours by ambulances and police cars 
called to break up the regular drunken get-togethers held by my neighbours; single 
mothers desperately trying to escape the weekly boredom by cutting loose on Saturday 
night. 
 Despite this, I never thought living in public housing was so terrible. We’d lived 
there since I was four, so I was used to it. It was home, but Mum would often assure me 
that the stigma of it was etched on my forehead for all to see. ‘You’re not like other kids,’ 
she’d say.  
 So I didn’t come from the ideal family, but who does, right? I’m not Josie 
bloody Alibrandi, who cries poor even though her mother owns a house in Sydney. And I 
sure as hell didn’t want my mum and dad to get back together. My dad’s a prick. I’m the 
eldest of his three kids—all with different women. I used to see him sporadically, most 
often over the three and a half years period when Mum had had a boyfriend, the only one 
she’d had since I was born. Mum rang him to tell him about the move, and he came and 
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took me to Sizzlers. That was the last time I saw him.  
 Still, things had been getting better for Mum and me. She’d been teaching for 
three years, after putting herself through university with no help from anyone. We no 
longer had to scrounge for every cent. When she first started her new teaching job in 
Brisbane she applied for a three thousand dollar loan, most of which went on keeping our 
car on the road, and she squealed as she bragged we had made it into the world of the 
“middle class”.  
 Mum had told me it was likely that she would be transferred; she had put her 
hand up for it. ‘A new beginning is just what we need,’ she’d said. At that point it had 
seemed safe to agree, because, deep down, I never really believed it was going happen. 
So when she told me we were definitely moving it was a shock. 
 ‘Where?’ I’d asked, feeling my stomach sink.  
 My mother sighed. ‘You’ve known this was coming, Jade.’  
 ‘But, Mum. Moranbah? How far away is that?’ 
 ‘It’s a bit over ten hours’ drive.’ 
 ‘Ten hours? We won’t be able to come back on weekends then, will we?’ 
 ‘No, we won’t. I’m sorry Jade, but I’ve got to work. This will be good for us. 
We’ll be able to save money and do lots of travelling. Moranbah is only two hours inland 
from Mackay; it’s supposed to be lovely there. It’ll open up a whole new world for both 
of us.’ 
 ‘I don’t want a “whole new world”. I’m happy living in this one.’  
 After this revelation, I placed the whole idea of moving firmly to the back of my 
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mind. I waited a week before telling anybody, even Christina, my best friend. She was 
devastated. We both were. 
 ‘Oh no, you’re really going to leave?’ she’d said. ‘That sucks. How far away is 
Moronbah? Is it even on a map?’ 
 ‘Moranbah,’ I corrected her, ‘and it’s in the middle of fucking nowhere. Mum 
said it’s near Mackay.’ 
 ‘Ohh,’ Christina said. She frowned, scrunching up her nose. ‘Where’s that?’ 
 We both started laughing: unrestrained, hysterical laughter, which, in an instant, 
changed to tears.  
 ‘Don’t worry,’ Christina said, ‘I’ll write to you. Hey, I could even come up and 
visit in the holidays, and you can introduce me to all your new toothless country friends.’ 
 I knew I could count on Christina to cheer me up. 
 In a few short months I was leaving behind my life as I’d known it. I wanted to 
plead with Mum to quit her job, or go to school and fall at the knees of her principal and 
beg to be allowed to stay, but neither event was ever going to happen. Mum is one of 
those teachers who actually loves her job, and after years of study and sacrifice, there was 
no way she was going to give it all up. Mum doesn’t beg.  
  As time drew nearer to our departure, I wondered what life in a small town 
would be like. Would I find friends? Ones like Christina? My friendship with Christina 
was so natural and we shared a lot of in-jokes. Would we stay such good friends, or 
would we drift apart? What would my new school be like?  What would it be like with 
Mum teaching there? I never got in much trouble at school, but I still didn’t like the 
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prospect of being unable to get away with anything without her finding out. I told myself 
everything would work out okay; things had always seemed to, for Mum and me. 
* 
 The walls of our new home, standard teacher accommodation, were a deathly 
grey, with nails and hooks hammered in randomly, jutting out at odd angles all over the 
walls. Every teacher who had ever lived here must have added another one; the other one 
hundred and thirty-two nails had clearly not been positioned in exactly the right spot, so 
they put more in, leaving their mark. 
 Door knobs were hanging loosely, threatening to fall off when grasped. Sweat 
and dirt were smudged around light switches. The house reeked of dog. The previous 
teacher had had eight of them living inside. The carpet was mottled with damp stains the 
cleaners couldn’t remove. Strewn in the corners of each room were the particles of 
cockroaches: a wing here, a leg there. Insects scurried around in corner crevices. The 
house seemed to echo the loneliness and despair of every teacher who had ever been 
forced to pack up and move bush. It was warped with the strain of life in a make-shift 
box.  Everywhere, the rank breath of Moranbah. This place was worse than housing 
commission. 
 Mum is a fanatical cleaner and before long she was perched on top of the bench 
wiping over the kitchen cupboards. Sweat was pouring off her, despite the fact that we 
had the air-conditioner on full blast. It gurgled and groaned as it struggled to churn out 
cool air. I heard a broad Scottish accent and Mum and I looked at each other. ‘Ughh, 
she’s back,’ she said. ‘What does she want now? The removalists haven’t even arrived 
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yet.’ 
 ‘Hi,’ said Edith, the Education Queensland Accommodation Officer, who only 
half an hour earlier had let us into our new home. She stood at the window smiling and 
waving furiously. 
 ‘I’ve brought Ainsley around to meet Jade. This is Ainsley; she’s our A student,’ 
she said, gesturing towards the girl who stood beside her as if she was the top prize on a 
game show. ‘Her Mum teaches at one of the primary schools.’ 
 ‘Hi,’ said Ainsley, looking slightly embarrassed.  
 ‘Hi,’ Mum and I said in unison. 
 There was an awkward pause, soon filled in by Edith’s thick accent. I could hear 
the annoyance in my mother’s voice as she asked her inside. Ainsley and I moved onto 
the rust-brown, faded veranda. The hot air smothered me. 
 ‘So, do you smoke?’ she asked, as soon as the tattered fly screen slammed shut 
and we were out of earshot. 
 ‘No,’ I said, half expecting her to offer me a cigarette. 
 ‘Do you take drugs?’ 
 ‘No.’ 
 ‘Neither do I.’ 
 ‘Oh,’ I said, relieved I’d given the right answer. 
 ‘Do you get straight As?’ 
 What’s with the questions? Do I say yes? Or will she think I’m up myself? 
Ainsley didn’t exactly look like the coolest kid around. She had stringy, strawberry 
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blonde hair, matted along her hairline where beads of sweat had formed. 
 ‘I always get As,’ she said, tilting her head to the side as she spoke.  
  What was I supposed to say? Congratulations? Me too? Why the hell was she 
asking me about my marks? I wiped the sweat from my top lip. The roar of an exhaust cut 
through my thoughts. We both turned and watched a bright yellow hotted up Commodore 
speed past. The two guys in the front looked out at us. Neither of them looked old enough 
to drive. 
 Ainsley looked back at me, her eyes squinted, her thin lips pursed. ‘I like your 
top,’ she said. 
 I glanced down at my red and yellow Billabong top. ‘Thanks.’ 
 ‘We don’t have many shops here. There’s Target, Rockmans and Sportscene. 
You look like you’d shop at Sportscene.  Do you play sport?’  
 ‘Yeah, I play hockey.’ 
‘Oh nice,’ she said, trying to appear interested. The effort proved too much for her  
though, and she scrunched up her nose. ‘I hate sport,’ she admitted with a laugh.  
 ‘Oh, right.’  
 ‘Where do you buy your clothes from in Brisbane?’  
 I drew a blank. ‘Um, I don’t know. Lots of different shops.’ 
 ‘You don’t know their names?’ 
 ‘Jade, can you come back inside and help me in here please?’  
 It was an obvious hint for them to leave, and I responded quickly. ‘Yeah, I’m 
coming Mum.’  
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 Ainsley’s questions were projectile missiles. They could either blow me to 
smithereens or suddenly change direction and hone in on another target, leaving me 
unscathed. Ainsley had learned I wasn’t tough, I wasn’t cool, and, as I hadn’t revealed the 
results of my last report card, I probably wasn’t too bright either. Interrogation complete. 
Mission accomplished. I wasn’t sure whether I was going to be left alone or destroyed.  
 My mother, longing for a measure of cleanliness she somehow associated with 
control, continued furiously cleaning after Ainsley and Edith left. At eleven o’clock that 
night, after the removalists had finally gone, Mum and I surveyed our belongings, which 
lay helter skelter throughout the house. 
   ‘I have no idea where anything is,’ said Mum. She looked exhausted and on the 
verge of tears. 
 ‘At least we can’t see the carpet,’ I said.   
  ‘That’s a good point.’ She laughed and pulled me close to her for a hug. ‘Well, 
this is it, the start of our new life in Moranbah. Let’s get to bed; we can start unpacking in 
the morning.’ 
 In the two weeks before school began I was bored out of my mind. We couldn’t 
even get the T.V. to work because we needed a bigger aerial for the reception, and it cost 
four hundred and fifty dollars. We couldn’t afford it at first, so for six weeks we had no 
T.V. I complained about this dire fact over the phone to Christina, and three days later a 
letter came in the mail. I ripped it open and, together with a letter, there was a photo of 
the two of us, taken just before I’d left. She’d stuck it on cardboard painted black with 
three silver buttons drawn along the side. Two aerials covered in silver glitter stuck out 
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the top in a V. I turned it over and on the back was written, ‘You don’t need a T.V. 
anymore, just watch this!’ I laughed out loud and ran inside to show Mum. When our 
next door neighbour arrived—Scott, a new teacher from Stanthorpe—he showed us how 
to hook up the T.V. so we could at least watch videos. For about a week we hit the video 
store—hard. Then even that became boring.  
 People say out west the heat isn’t so bad, because there’s no humidity. Bullshit! 
It was so hot I could hardly breathe. The town never cooled. At night the atmosphere 
simmered: bubbling, pulsing, and throbbing. The heat was contained in the air like a 
blanket, heavy and suffocating. As soon as the first rays of sun rose the temperature 
soared back up to the mid-forties, no problem. The sun blinded, burning your retinas so 
you felt cataracts beginning to form as a milky film blurred your vision. People rarely 
ventured out of their air-conditioned boxes during the day. Most of the time, it was like 
living in a ghost town. What the hell did people do here? 
* 
 As the time for school to start drew closer, I became increasingly worried and 
nervous. Ainsley never reappeared, so I was right in guessing my first impression hadn’t 
made much of an impact. Clearly I wasn’t worth worrying about; she’d decided to leave 
me alone. 
  ‘What if they don’t like me?’ I asked Mum.  
 ‘Of course they’ll like you,’ she said, sounding too much like Marie, the mum 
from Everybody Loves Raymond, to be convincing. I lay awake the night before my first 
day at Moranbah State High filled with dread.  
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 Driving the two minutes it took to get to school, I sat quietly beside Mum, 
feeling my stomach tie in bunches of tight knots.  
 ‘It’s so great only having to drive two minutes up the road to school, isn’t it?’ 
Mum said perkily, her hands gripped tightly on the steering wheel.  
‘I’d travel five hours to go to another school,’ I said. 
Mum’s knuckles whitened. Unlike my mother I preferred to see this town for the hole it 
was. I didn’t need to make any adjustments to see it in focus. It was crap.  
 The weekly parade was held at a concrete under-covered area. The first day of 
the year was roasting. My new school tee shirt was thick and the collar scratched my 
neck, making me itch. All the students sat in straight rows in their year level. Everyone 
around me was talking loudly. The boys jostled and punched each other and the girls sat 
with heads close together whispering conspiratorially. No-one spoke to me. When the 
principal, Mr Slowman, approached the front with a microphone in hand, the noise began 
to subside. The principal raved a while about how our school was better than all the city 
schools, especially those in Brisbane. It was meant to be a pep talk, but the students sat 
listless, liquefying into pools of stinking sweat.  
 ‘We have ten new teachers transferred to our school this year, and I’d like you to 
make them all welcome. Teachers, can you all make your way up to the front so I can 
introduce each of you to the students?’   
 He waved towards the back of the parade. The students turned and stared. 
Groups of teachers were clustered down the back, trying to catch slabs of shade that ran 
along the edge. Some of them didn’t look much older than me. They stood with their 
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arms crossed protectively in front of them, jerking their heads awkwardly towards one 
another as if to say, ‘Who, us?’  
 ‘Come on, up you come,’ said Mr Slowman, his smile beaming, unaware of the 
anxiety he was causing to his staff. 
 They staggered forward like cattle awaiting slaughter. The students sat licking 
their lips.  
  I knew Mum would hate being put on show. I could see her, still standing 
towards the back beside another teacher, who also didn’t seem to be moving. 
 ‘Come on up, all of you, come on,’ he said, in the sing song voice I thought 
teachers reserved for eighth graders. 
  Mum was laughing nervously with the teacher next to her, and then, with her 
head down, she slowly began to make her way to the front of the parade. The teachers 
clustered at the side, each waiting until the principal called their name, which was their 
cue to make their way to the middle and stand there, as the students applauded, gaping 
opened mouthed at their new victims.  
  Two female science teachers came forward, Miss Dawson and Miss Cohen. 
They looked like sisters, they were all angles, sharp and pointy, with short cropped hair, 
and thin lips that refused to smile. Mr Hyatt, who would be my English teacher, was the 
one who had been standing with Mum. He walked out the front, waved and smiled at the 
students.  He looked friendly enough. Next was Mum. She walked towards the centre 
where the principal was standing with the microphone, still staring at a spot on the 
concrete in front of her. She was wearing dark sunglasses, and as she walked out the 
  
 
	
Page 15 	
clapping grew louder and four or five boys behind me started wolf whistling and cat 
calling, like she was a cheerleader at a Broncos match. A wave of heat travelled from my 
head to my feet, my face pulsated with a life of its own. At this point no-one in the 
thronging mass knew that the teacher standing before them was my mother, but they soon 
would. She raised her head, took the glasses off and stood glaring down at the crowd. The 
clapping and yelling stuttered to a stop. When the sound of the final errant clap ceased, 
the hot air blanketed the area in a heavy silence. She slid her glasses back on, turned and 
strode off. The principal seemed unsure what to do. A smile was still stuck on his face 
and after an uncomfortable pause he turned quickly to where two men, also wearing long 
sleeved shirts and ties stood, like henchmen.  
 ‘Mr Jensen will talk to you now about the changes to the timetable. Any student 
affected by these must go to the office at morning tea.’  
 The students groaned audibly.  
 I hated that Mum would be at my school, teaching these people whom I didn’t 
yet know. How many more humiliations would I have to suffer through? Nothing was 
said to the crude, loud-mouthed boys who tried to humiliate and intimidate my mother on 
that first parade. Not that day. Not ever. Mum and I never spoke about it either. I felt 
embarrassed for her. I felt embarrassed that she was my mother.  
* 
 The classrooms weren’t air-conditioned, instead they had breeze airs: noisy 
machines installed in the ceiling to lower the intensity of the heat. They didn’t. I couldn’t 
hear the teachers speak over them, but I didn’t care. In Practical Computing a group of 
  
 
	
Page 16 	
boys kept looking over at me, and one of them asked my name.  
 ‘Jade,’ I said. 
  ‘You’re hot,’ he replied, and turned to the boy next to him, who smiled and 
nodded sagely in approval.  
  No one else spoke to me for the rest of the day. All the girls looked at me in the 
same blank way that the camel had stared out from its pen. They weren’t interested; I was 
simply something different on their radar.  
 I saw Ainsley on the way to art. When I recognised her red frizzy hair I began to 
feel relief; a familiar face. She was with a group of four other girls, talking loudly, and 
backing up her words with extravagant gestures. She turned around wildly; her face 
animated, and looked straight at me. There was an awkward moment, you know, when 
you’re not sure if the person actually remembers who you are and you hesitate, not sure if 
you should smile or simply turn away. From the look on Ainsley’s face I knew she had 
recognised me. I smiled faintly. Ainsley’s eyes remained fixed, her head tilted a little to 
one side. She stood her ground; a hand on one hip and a self-satisfied smirk on her face 
that said, Yeah, I know who you are. So what? I felt ill, and the sweat dripping 
imperceptibly down my back became a trickle of ice. I shivered, and glanced at the other 
girls, who silently stared at me.  
* 
 One of the first things you notice about Moranbah is the cars. The latest 
Commodores and Falcons screamed past our house, which was on the main street of 
town. Young boys, apprentice electricians or fitters in the mines, getting their first taste of 
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money, spent it all doing up their cars with flash body kits, chrome mag wheels, loud 
sports exhausts and pumping stereos. The shifts in the mine started at six o’clock in the 
mornings and again at six in the afternoons. Apart from the blaring sound of The Angels, 
AC/DC, and Cold Chisel coming from The Workers Club on a Thursday night, it was 
usually quiet and Mum, whose bedroom was closest to the road, said that the sudden 
noise of the traffic at five in the morning sounded like aeroplanes taking off. This was the 
time that the men began their journey to the mines, the resentful cry of their car engines 
reverberating through the streets. 
 In the late afternoons I would lie on my bed, hands behind my head, gazing out 
at the fading light. The leaves on the eucalypts would shimmer as the lingering rays of the 
sun fell upon them. Finally it would be cool enough to turn the air conditioning off, and 
I’d fling open the window, desperate to get a taste of fresh air. I felt the warmth of the 
breeze against my face as I watched the cockatoos sitting high up in the brittle branches. 
After being forced to stay inside all day to avoid the stifling heat, I would emerge into the 
sienna world of dust and grit. Sometimes I’d walk to the shop, noticing the large boats 
parked ostentatiously in the driveways, as a procession of hotted-up cars zoomed past me 
in a swirl of colour and chrome. Just in time I’d look up to see some guy hanging out 
from the passenger seat window, his face contorted, as he howled out, ‘Show us ya tits,’ 
or ‘Get on the cock’. 
 If they weren’t heading to work they’d circle the town endlessly, slowing down 
as they approached me from behind. I’d walk faster, my eyes straight ahead, pretending I 
didn’t hear. A stolen glance at the weatherboard houses revealed nothing. The windows 
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were lined with metallic silver alfoil that reflected the heat as the men on night shift slept. 
Maybe the foil blocked out the noise as well as the sun. Alone in the street, I was 
vulnerable, stripped, my skin raw from the shame their attention gave me. If Mum was 
with me they’d just hang out the window and stare, and she’d give them the forks and 
yell out, ‘Idiots!’ They’d give us the finger as the driver hit the accelerator, hurling the 
car forward.  
 ‘You make sure you stay away from those boys, Jade. They’re pigs. Haven’t the 
morons got anything better to do than hoon around in their cars all day? Do you hear me? 
Stay the hell away from them.’ 
 ‘Yeah, of course. As if I’d go near them,’ I said, as I turned the other way. 
       * 
 The town was eerie. I always had a sense that someone was watching me, even 
when the streets were empty. At first I thought it was because we were new, but after a 
couple of months it didn’t let up. At school it was worse. I was a deadly new strain of 
bacteria being scrutinised under a microscope. By this time everyone obviously knew I 
was a teacher’s daughter, and nothing I did went unreported.  
 Mrs McCarthy, my Maths teacher, noticed that I wore a mood ring and we 
weren’t allowed to wear jewellery to school. It was purple and was supposed to change 
colour, depending on your mood. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t. I wasn’t one 
of those students who wore ten different bangles up each arm, six ear rings in each ear, 
and five other piercings in different positions all over my face, like some of the other 
girls. In fact, I wasn’t really into jewellery. The ring had been a present from Christina 
  
 
	
Page 19 	
when I left Brisbane, and wearing it reminded me of her—of home. Mrs McCarthy 
thought I was wearing it in blatant defiance of the school’s Code of Conduct. She thought 
something had to be done about it. She told Mum. 
 ‘Jade, for God’s sake stop wearing that ring to school. Don’t do anything that 
draws attention to you. You know they’re watching your every move.’ 
 A couple of weeks later I saw Mrs McCarthy proudly showing off a mood ring 
to the girls sitting next to me in class. I sat there, stunned. Bitch. 
 Every class I had reeked of the cloying, sweet smell of deodorant, our dismal 
attempt to hide the overwhelming odour of sweat.  My legs felt like they had ants 
crawling over them, and as I tried to wipe them away, I’d realise it was sweat trickling 
slowly down my legs. When it was really hot, even the teachers gave up, and would 
slump in the chair at the front of the room, not bothering to get us to work. I’d stare out 
the window watching the crows as they stabbed viciously at rubbish, and rifled through 
bags scavenging for food. Their mournful cries could be heard above the whir of the fans 
and the clamour of the breeze airs. They sounded like tired, grumpy old men giving a 
bored commentary on the loneliness of life in Moranbah. I’d jump at the shrill sound of 
the bell piercing the air, signaling the end of the lesson. With a loud slurp, we’d pull 
ourselves up from the seats we had become suctioned to, and venture out into the heat, 
shorts clinging uncomfortably. Outside in the biting sun, the glare from the concrete 
pavement would make me reel backwards. Everyone wore expensive sunglasses: Oakleys 
and Arnettes. I’d just stand there, squinting.   
* 
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 In the first few weeks of school new teachers were asked to write a personal 
profile about themselves for the weekly newsletter. Every week Mum would get a note 
from the chaplain asking her if she’d written hers yet. Mum baulked at the idea. She 
wanted to lay low. She didn’t want to declare all our dark secrets. But the town wanted to 
know. They were desperate for gossip. Mum was new blood, and everyone in a mining 
town is open slather. If they didn’t know anything about you, they made it up. 
Each week a different teacher featured on the front page of the school newsletter, until 
finally, Mum was the only one left who hadn’t written one. Mum’s Head of Department 
for Social Science was Mr Ross. He was a bit of a larrikin, a tall, ex-Aussie Rules player. 
 ‘Do I have to write this thing?’ she’d asked him, hoping he’d say no. 
 ‘Look, give it to me, I’ll write you up something,’ he said.  
 ‘Are you sure?’ she’d said.  
 ‘Yep, I’ll get them talking.’  
 Mum gave him the chaplain’s instructions, and two days later he handed her the 
profile. Mum burst through the door that afternoon laughing as she told me what Mr Ross 
had written. The highlight, apart from the fact that she had been on a game show called 
Who Dares Wins, was that Mum had dated Steve Irwin. Everyone actually believed it. 
For months I was asked questions about him: ‘What is he like? When did they meet?’ 
People started calling me Bindi. Mr Ross had also said that Mum was one of ten kids, so 
she had students asking her the names of all her brothers and sisters. Mum had everyone 
going for about three weeks. When the truth came out that it was a joke, and she hadn’t 
even written it, the chaplain was outraged.  
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 ‘I’m very hurt that she lied,’ he’d told one of the teachers in Mum’s staffroom.  
 ‘I can’t believe they actually thought it was all true. I don’t know why he’s so 
upset,’ Mum said.  
  ‘Well, it did make them all look a bit stupid,’ I said. 
  ‘Yeah, but it was a joke. I didn’t think it would get this far.’ 
 The chaplain hadn’t considered the fact that some people may want to have their 
personal life remain just that: personal. Mum said if they still wanted her to write one she 
would write the ‘uncut’ version.  
 ‘That’d give them something to talk about,’ she’d said.  
 I think there are still some people living in the town who think I’m Steve Irwin’s 
love child. The rumor mill never stopped; tidbits of information were discussed 
salaciously. There was a boy in my grade whose last name was also McLeod. One day 
someone asked me if we were brother and sister.  
 ‘Yes, we are,’ I replied, straight-faced.  
 Everyone believed it, because in Moranbah if your last name was the same, you 
must be related. The most ludicrous comments would be bandied about and people took 
them as fact. They never thought to question the logic. 
 On the very first day of school, during lunch, Mum had taken me down to the 
Special Needs Unit, where I was introduced to the chaplain’s daughter, Sally. One of the 
teachers who worked in that department was close to the chaplain, and decided that it 
would be nice if Sally showed me around. Mum took me there, and three teachers sitting 
around on lounge chairs turned to gaze at me as we stood in the doorway.  
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 I had felt relief because I had someone to walk around with, at first, though 
Sally’s enthusiasm soon became overwhelming. She latched onto me, earnestly seeking a 
new friend. She showed me where her group of friends sat, but it became clear that she 
didn’t actually have a group; she didn’t hang out with other students at lunch times. She 
was very straight-laced and seemed more comfortable with teachers than with classmates. 
She would sit in her dad’s office at lunch times. For most of the first term this was where 
I sat too. The chaplain was one of those do-gooders, out to save the world. He would look 
at you with pity in his eyes. He felt sorry for those he considered ‘less fortunate’, but 
there was no way in hell he’d let his daughter near any of them. I felt as if Sally was 
trying to keep me all to herself. Sometimes we’d be visited by other students who’d ask 
us what we were doing sitting in the office. ‘We’re sitting in the air-con,’ she’d say, and 
they wouldn’t be invited to stay. 
 Sally wasn’t someone I would’ve hung around with in Brisbane. Outside 
Moranbah I chose my friends, but here, in the town, I made do with whoever spoke to 
me. The fact that I was either ignored or fawned over decided who my friends were.  
Melanie was a girl in my year who was also new to the town, though she had spent the 
first five years of her life here before her parents split up. She had been sent back here to 
live with her father when her mother remarried. So, in a way, she was like me. She didn’t 
really belong. Naturally, we became friends, and Sally had someone else to try and 
mother. 
 Sally only knew the scandalous version of Moranbah, the one her father held up 
to her as a warning, like an old folk tale. Don’t go outside or they’ll get you. On the first 
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day she’d told me about the seedy side of town.  
 ‘The water tower near the park is where all the drug deals happen, so never go 
walking through there, especially at night,’ she said, leaning in close, eyes darting around 
the room as though she expected someone to jump out from behind one of the filing 
cabinets.  
 This was the version of the town that the teachers knew, the one whispered in 
staffrooms, amidst smirks and hushed voices. Vicariously stimulated by the juicy details, 
but not knowing, not feeling, not experiencing. Don’t get too close you’ll catch 
something.  
 Melanie told me that Sally had made her promise not to get a boyfriend until 
she’d left school.  ‘Everyone in our grade is having sex with one another,’ she’d told her.  
The only way she experienced anything was by hearing the stories her father told her 
about the girls who were abused or pregnant.  I scanned the information pamphlets 
littered around the chaplain’s office, containing information about STDs, depression, 
youth suicide and pregnancy. Posters on child abuse were stuck neatly on the white walls. 
A poster declaring, “Gossip Hurts”, showed two girls, heads bent together whispering as 
a lone figure stood in the background.  
 After a while the crisp air-conditioned coolness made me numb. It was artificial, 
and cloying. I wanted to sit outside, not in a protected shield. I wanted to be a “normal” 
student. I didn’t want to be known as “the teacher’s daughter”. I didn’t want the special 
privilege of sitting in air-conditioning, while all the other students sat outside sweltering. 
Being in that room was more suffocating than the heat.  
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 People started asking me where I sat at lunch time and I cringed as I told them. I 
felt like a loser. I wanted friends. I had no brothers or sisters. I wanted to be around 
people, not sitting eating processed cheese sandwiches in an air-conditioned cocoon. I felt 
like a freak. I had to act so prim and proper because you never knew when the chaplain or 
another teacher would enter or be standing outside the door listening in.  
 Mum is an atheist, so being friends with the chaplain’s daughter didn’t go down 
too well. I had been having lunch with Melanie and Sally in his office for about six weeks 
before she found out.  
 ‘They’ll be asking you to join them for church on Sunday next,’ she said. ‘I 
don’t like you sitting in the chaplain’s office.’  
 The chaplain was no longer as friendly to her after the newsletter incident, and 
she didn’t appreciate him bad mouthing her behind her back. 
 Mum’s disapproval gave me the push I needed to make the break from Sally and 
her father’s office. I convinced Melanie to sit outside with me. Sally stayed sitting in the 
air-conditioning. I don’t know if she was really happy there, but she never once joined us 
outside.  
 I left the cool chamber and stepped out into the blinding sun. After my vision 
cleared, when the bright red dots subsided, I regained my balance and found myself in 
another group. Things here were different, but I adjusted, tried my best to fit in. The fact 
that I was a teacher’s daughter already marked me, but I laid low. Or so I thought. 
* 
 Apart from Melanie, there were a couple of other girls who, for some defect in 
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either looks or personality, were also considered outcasts, and so they sat at our table. 
Katie was another social reject. Her family had moved to Moranbah from Mossman. She 
hated the town as much as I did. She was always depressed and complaining. Don’t get 
me wrong, there was a lot to complain about in Moranbah, but her whining could be 
annoying.  
 Ashlee also sat with us. She was a pretty, slim girl with long dark hair. Her 
father was a miner, and she’d lived in the town her whole life. She didn’t hang around the 
girls in the popular group. She didn’t seem to want to be a part of them at all. She had 
been going out with her boyfriend, who was our age, for a year, but he’d left school at the 
end of Year Nine. She openly talked about the sex they had.   
 But it was mainly boys who sat at our table. They didn’t seem to care that we 
were new. Most of the girls in my grade went out with older boys, apprentices in the 
mines. They wouldn’t give these guys the time of day. After all, they weren’t old enough 
to drive. I think they were happy to have some girls who’d actually speak to them. In 
their rough and ready way, they made me feel like I was part of a group; like I belonged.  
 Slimbo had spent lots of time on his granddad’s farm. He was easy-going and I 
was always happy and relaxed with him. He had large vivid green eyes and a coarse wiry 
mullet. He laughed loudly and often.  He was in most of my classes, and we usually sat 
together. He inherited his nickname from the country and western singer, Slim Dusty. His 
real name was Dustin, he was from the country, and he was thin. 
 Troy was the loudest. He was baby faced, with blue eyes peering out from 
behind thick blonde hair that made him look soft, almost girlish. I thought he was cute. 
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He’d tell dirty jokes and then laugh, low and deep. I’d laugh too, nervously, pretending 
that I got it, even when I didn’t. I didn’t get a lot of the things they came out with at first. 
It was like having to learn a whole new language. I was sitting at the table when Troy was 
telling the boys what two older friends of his had gotten up to on the weekend.  
 ‘Matt and Ben met this girl at a party and they ended up taking her back to their 
place and putting her on the spit.’  
 ‘I bet she loved it,’ said Slim.  
 I’d been to a pig on the spit once and I was trying to make a connection. It was 
like trying to feel your way around a room in the dark, hands reaching out blindly for the 
walls. I’d try hard to act cool and sit there with a smile stuck on my face,  but all the time 
I’d be shitting myself, worried I’d be found out and that they’d all know I was a loser. 
Here it didn’t matter if I was good at math or science. None of those things mattered. I 
was learning fast though. Everything came down to sex. After a while, I don’t know, I 
just became used to it.  
      * 
 A couple of months after school had started I heard that three different boys 
wanted to go out with me. Of course, I found this out second hand—not one of the boys 
had the guts to approach me—but I was told by seemingly reliable sources that they all 
had the hots for me.  
 There was Garth, a bald goalie from the one of the hockey teams who was in 
Year Twelve. He looked like the Michelin man in his goalie gear: too scary; Nathanial, a 
guy who lived across the road from me, who was repeating Year Twelve: too thick; and 
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David Curtis.  David was sporty, smart and funny. He played football for local team, the 
Moranbah Miners, and was quite good, I was told. He was one of those boys admired by 
everyone; cocky and sure of himself, good looking— blonde, blue-eyed, six foot two—
you know the type.  
 ‘He’s really cute,’ Melanie said, ‘and he’s a friend of Steve’s.’ 
 Melanie had just hooked up with her first boyfriend, a football player, and it had 
become her mission to find me one, too. 
 ‘Great,’ I said, trying to sound enthusiastic. I hadn’t actually had a boyfriend, but 
if I was going to fit into the town, I realised I was going to have to get one. In Moranbah 
if you hadn’t at least given a hand job to a boy by the time you were in Year Nine you 
were a loser.  
* 
 Sport is huge in Moranbah. Your physical prowess was what earned you honour, 
glory—chicks. The facilities in mining towns rival those in the city. The streets are 
named after Australian sporting heroes: Goolagong, Waugh, Border, Warne, Freeman, 
Bradman, Boyle, and Wickham. Kids here didn’t just play football or hockey, though the 
cost of these sports is high for the average Australian family. Here, kids participated in 
extreme sports like barefoot skiing and motor cross. These were sports signifying a large 
disposable income that was able to be frittered away on leisure pursuits the average 
person could never participate in. Moranbah boasted the Australian Bicycle Motorcross 
girls’ champion, an Australian indoor soccer player and bare foot skiers. But of all the 
sports, Rugby League had the greatest prestige. Footy players were idolised. The school 
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sports field was named after NRL players. Most mining town men are massive, they work 
long hours with heavy machinery, so they’re made for footy.    
 Melanie had told me that the weekend football games were the place to be seen.   
‘As soon as you walk in through the gates, all the guys turn and stare at ya. It’s 
awesome,’ she said, as though she was describing the euphoria of walking a Paris 
catwalk. ‘The whole town goes. You’ve got to come,’ she urged.  
 She kept asking me to go, but because I had hockey on at the same time, I wasn’t 
usually able. I knew she wanted a friend to hold her hand, or a friend to outshine. She 
wanted to make sure that she registered as an up and coming Moranbah fashionista. Her 
uncle had played league overseas and was supposed to be a good player, and like all the 
other girls in town, she thought footy players were hot. Her boyfriend, Steve, played in 
Under 18s, and was known as one of the best players.  
 One Saturday I didn’t have hockey, because the team we were meant to be 
playing had forfeited, so Mum and I, having nothing better to do, decided to meet 
Melanie at the football. Girls paraded up and down the side-line in their latest, skimpiest 
clothes, and clapped and screamed for the Moranbah Miners. Slimbo and Troy greeted 
Mum, who was their English teacher, like an old friend. 
  ‘Aye Miss, how ya going?’ Slim said.  
 I could see some of the other teachers who stood close by, looking over our way 
as Mum laughed and talked with the boys. 
 Slimbo, Rusty, Troy and Adam didn’t play football, or any sport for that matter. 
Slim and Rusty smoked and drank too much, and Troy and Adam just weren’t interested, 
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but they still loved supporting the Miners.  
 When I was at the canteen with Slimbo, a streaker bolted the entire length of the 
field and then jumped the fence disappearing into the car park. We heard the roar of the 
crowd as they clapped, and we raced back to where Mum and the others were sitting. 
Mum was bent over in stitches.  
 ‘That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen. It brought back the old days when I 
was a kid being dragged along to Lang Park by my brothers. It wasn’t a good game 
unless someone got their gear off,’ Mum said, in between bouts of laughter.  
 The Miners won the game and the drunken crowd cheered as the siren went off 
at full-time. The boys ripped off their jerseys, and walked off the field with their 
shoulders back and muscles pumped from the exertion of the footy game. The girls eyed 
them as they passed through the gates to the showers, their bodies glistening with sweat.  
Jacinta, a girl in my year at school, hovered near the gate the footballers had to pass 
through as they left the field.  She had a stubbie in one hand, and could be heard yelling 
out clearly above the rest of the crowd. Jacinta was fierce, nasty and cruel. No-one dared 
take her on, not even the guys. If one of them messed with her she’d say something about 
the size of his dick, and it was never flattering. Though she clearly loved the attention of 
the boys, she was scathing of them, treating them the way some of them treated girls: 
with open malice and hatred. I don’t think they really knew what to make of her. She 
flipped the guys on their heads. Everyone was a little scared of Jacinta, even her friends. 
She did kick boxing at gym and had punched a Year Nine girl in the face at a party, when 
some guy she was going out with at the time starting talking to her. Jacinta had probably 
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been with heaps more guys than anyone else at school, but no one teased her about them. 
She declared her conquests, chest out and beaming.  
 ‘You’re a man in a chick’s body,’ Slimbo said to Jacinta one lunch, after she had 
come over to our table regaling us with news of her weekend exploits.  
 She had sex. Lots of it. With lots of guys. And she didn’t care who knew. In fact, 
she wanted everyone to know. It was her badge of honour. The stories about her were 
always told from her perspective, first person. So it was difficult for people to undercut 
them. No-one whispered, ‘Did ya hear about Jacinta and such and such...’, because she 
was yelling it from the roof tops. When people added to the narrative, it was third hand, 
and nothing was as good as getting it straight from the horse’s mouth. Girls were in awe 
of her, and guys drooled, hoping that at some point her wandering gaze would fall upon 
them, rather than the older apprentices and miners she chose to be with. 
 She turned around to Emma, a short plump girl, who never seemed to leave her 
side, and said, ‘I bet he’d be a good root,’ pointing at one of the front rowers, who stood 
in the middle of the field talking to the coach. 
 ‘Yeah, I wouldn’t mind gettin’ with him,’ Emma said, ogling him.  
 ‘Piss off, he’s mine,’ Jacinta said, giving her a shove that almost knocked her 
often.  
 ‘Just kiddin’, Jacinta, you can have him,’ Emma said, quickly looking away as 
the player made his way off the field. 
 The girls dreamed of getting with the captain, but knew that being with any one 
of them would secure a measure of respect. 
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 Hockey was my safe haven. It was the one place I could go where I knew I 
wouldn’t see Jacinta and her friends.  The boys who played hockey were different to the 
footy boys. They weren’t as meaty and some of them could actually string sentences 
together. In Moranbah, though, football was the game you chose if you wanted to be cool, 
and if you wanted to get the girls. Hockey didn’t draw anywhere near the crowds, so if 
the guys played, it was because they really loved it, and were awesome players. Still, 
there were a lot of players who defected to footy, lured by the promise of more adoring 
fans. 
 The first day we arrived in Moranbah we found out where the fields were as we 
drove the five minutes it took to get around the town. They were much better than the 
grass fields at Downey Park in Brisbane. Mum and I joined up the second the season 
started. I’d been playing hockey since I was seven years old. I loved it. I felt free and 
strong running up and down the field with the stick in my hand. I loved the surge of 
power I felt when I belted the ball, hearing the crack of it against wood, and the dull thud 
when I trapped a ball dead. Weaving around the opposition and heading towards the goal 
was the best feeling. I loved the smell of the field, freshly cut grass, the sweat, and the 
competition. I loved feeling totally stuffed after a game; light-headed, as if I was walking 
on air. Even if the team had lost I couldn’t help but walk off the field with a grin on my 
face. I don’t take drugs, but I reckon the adrenalin pumping through your body after a 
hard game must be the same.  For the hour that I was on that field nothing mattered. I just 
had to get a ball and run. It was simple. As long as I was playing, everything would be all 
right. 
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 On the weekends, I played in the morning with the juniors and at night with the 
seniors. A few of the popular girls from school in my grade and Year 12 played, but only 
at the night time games, and they were on opposing teams. Our morning games began at 
about nine and went through until midday. I would come off the field nauseous and light-
headed after playing in over forty degree heat. Girls played alongside the boys, and kids 
from seven to seventeen played together. It was dangerous; a recipe for disaster. But if we 
didn’t there just wouldn’t have been enough to make up the teams. The boys always 
played for sheep stations. It must be the hormones or something because it became their 
greatest mission to mow down anything less than fifty kilos in their path. It was a bit 
embarrassing actually, watching them show off, trying to be cool as they walked backed 
nonchalantly to the half-way line after scoring their fifteenth goal. Maybe it was just to 
prove how tough they were because, after all, they were only the hockey boys, the real 
stars were the footy players. 
 In April, it was the beginning of the hockey season and I was very unfit. I had 
broken my ankle running the hundred metre sprint at the school athletics carnival in 
August the year before, and I hadn’t run on it much since I had the cast taken off. When 
the try outs for the team selected to trial for the regional representative side, Capricornia, 
came around I was the only player who didn’t get chosen to go into Mackay. I couldn’t 
believe it. No one had passed me the ball. They all knew each other and I just stood there, 
left right out. When I had moved to Moranbah it was like my whole identity had changed.  
Hockey was a big part of my life.  I’m not really up myself or anything, not like everyone 
in Moranbah thought I was, but I knew I was good at hockey. Mum always says she hated 
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people who were modest.  ‘False modesty,’ she says, ‘is fucking annoying.’ 
 Well, I'm good at some things and hockey happens to be one.  ‘Well,’ Mum said 
when I told her I didn’t make the team, ‘they must have some bloody good players here 
then.’  
 I didn’t think they were that good. I just didn’t get the ball. I had run up and 
down the field until I felt like I would collapse, not just from the effort but from 
frustration and anger, but this had given way to hopelessness. Hockey is a team sport and 
if the team doesn’t want you in it, they can make sure you’re not. I had represented 
Brisbane in the state championships and we had won, but here I was nothing. I was not 
good enough to play in the school hockey team for a small mining town. I was hopeless. 
Pathetic.   
* 
 There is a creek in Moranbah the colour of milky coffee. Most of the time it’s 
almost dry, its bed littered with rocks and fallen tree branches, but when the rains come 
its banks burst, and churning water rushes through the creek. The water recedes quickly, 
the dry earth becoming an enormous sponge.  When it hasn’t rained in a while, the river 
stands, a solid, caramel sludge. It’s thick and rich, luscious like a Mars Bar. What lies 
below its murky depths no-one knows, but there are rumours that dead, decaying cows 
are submerged in some parts.  
 Every day at school I’d be nervous, my stomach clenching in knots. As soon as I 
woke up I’d feel the familiar waves of nausea. Then every afternoon at around four 
o’clock the trip down to the creek became a ritual. Slimbo would ride by on his pushy 
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and call out from the lop-sided wire fence that ran down the side of our duplex. ‘Jade, 
come on, let’s go down to the creek’, he’d say.  
 I’d come bounding out of my room, yelling out as I raced outside, ‘See ya Mum, 
I’m going to the creek with Slimbo.’  
 We would meet up with Troy, Rusty and Adam. There would always be a group 
of boys from the younger grades down at the creek too. Melanie never came. She spent 
an hour and an half straightening her hair at five thirty every morning, so there was no 
way she’d ruin it by swimming in the creek, and since she now had a boyfriend most of 
her spare time was spent with him. 
  The creek became my refuge. Even though it wasn’t far from where we lived, I 
knew Mum would never find where we swam in the bush. For once the isolation was 
liberating. At the creek I was free from prying eyes, whispers and taunts.  
 Mum knew that most of the girls at school hated me. Sometimes we’d pass each 
other at school and I’d wave and force a smile, reassuring her that all was well. Her 
momentary look of concern would be gone as she raced off to do a playground duty or 
attend a meeting. I could see the relief flooding her face each afternoon knowing that I 
had some friends and she didn’t have to worry about me. 
  It took around twenty minutes to get to the creek from my house. My legs itched 
from the spiky tufts of spinifex that grazed my skin along the trek we took to get there. 
Mum always pointed out the scratches when I came home, and I would look down 
surprised at the thin streams of blood. In my excitement to get to the creek I never noticed 
the heat, the flies, or the dust. We had to pass through four barbed wire fences that 
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marked the boundaries of properties to get to where we swam. We took turns pulling the 
bottom two wires apart so we could gingerly step between them. The bush was so quiet, 
except for the hazy drone of cicadas. The sickness I felt in the pit of my stomach at the 
start of each day would disappear.  Ghostly, luminous gums stood out amidst the spindly, 
blackened ones lining the banks of the creek, randomly scattered throughout the bush. 
Slimbo loved the open space. He would usually take off chasing cows as soon as we got 
there. “Yee haah,” he’d yell, and that would be the last we’d see of him for the next half 
hour. Rusty and Troy had made a swing with thick rope and an old treadless tyre, which 
we used to propel ourselves across the creek. A makeshift ladder, comprised of separate 
slabs of wood was nailed into the trunk of a tree. It leaned precariously into the river, as if 
the kids swinging from it had caused its spine to bend.   
 The first time I swung from the rope I tingled with excitement, the boys already 
laughing and splashing in the water.  
 ‘Get in Jade,’ they yelled.   
 I thought of Christina’s crystal clear pool back in Brisbane. For a second I forgot 
where I was and then I heard Slimbo swearing his head off at the cows, and I smelt the 
damp earthiness of the creek. I brushed the flies from my face. Well, this is it. This is 
Moranbah. My loneliness was subdued. I felt a rush of freedom as I grabbed the twisted 
rope and pushed off from the embankment. My stomach dropped as I let go, crashing into 
the dark, murky depths. I imagined the rotting flesh of dead animals beneath me. 
Branches floated slowly past me, but the water was silky against my skin; caressingly 
cool, enveloping me. The insects only seemed to stay near the water’s edge; too timid to 
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venture out into the middle, they busied themselves in the reeds. 
 I loved the creek, and I loved the boys. I could sink into the dark folds of the 
water and escape. The boys were so easy to be with and they were happy to include me. I 
was one of them, and for the first time since arriving in Moranbah, I wasn’t worried about 
the girls. At St Maria’s all the girls did was talk about hair and makeup. In Moranbah it 
was the same.  We’d scrutinise each other taking note of the minutest detail, the smallest 
flaw, ready to use it if the need arose. Vigilance was necessary, we all knew it. How else 
could we be sure of our place? We were unforgiving of each other and of ourselves. We 
knew who had the biggest thighs and the most cellulite. We’d compare ourselves to 
magazine models and to each other. Being at the creek I felt totally free.  
 Every afternoon I’d come home hot and exhausted from having to sit in class 
attempting to concentrate. At the creek everything was forgotten. The isolation was 
soothing, calming. The water cleansed me and the raucous laughter of the boys as they 
cracked jokes, continually trying to outdo each other, made me feel a part of their world.  
 I would saunter home beside Slimbo and the others. The cockatoos sat high up in 
the trees. The beautiful alabaster bone of the albino gum trees gleamed as the setting sun 
cast splintering shafts of light upon them. The stillness was so complete, broken only by 
our laughter. My hair would be wet, hanging in thick strands down my back, and my 
filthy clothes clung to me, but I didn’t care. There was a time when even the girls from 
school didn’t matter. 
  I don’t know if Slimbo ever knew how important he was to me, and how I longed 
to hear his voice shouting out for me in the afternoons, but in those early days Slimbo 
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was my life line. He stopped me from going under more than once. 
* 
 The night I got with David was the first time I’d ever gone to the town disco. It 
wasn’t as good as the school socials we had back in Brisbane, with lots of different 
schools and a large crowd of people. The town disco was held every Friday night in an 
old wooden hall. Flashing multi-coloured lights alternated between red, blue and green 
and an ultra-violet light that made white clothes glow in the dark. This was an important 
factor to consider when choosing an outfit.  
 Speakers thumped out the latest music so loudly that the floor shuddered under 
foot. The people were the same ones I saw every day at school. It was like being trapped 
inside a Big Brother house; I couldn’t escape them, and I was one of the intruders. I guess 
that’s why I attracted so much attention, from the boys at least—I was a new toy. The 
boys stayed outside smoking and peered in at the girls as they danced provocatively, 
showing off their wares. Later in the night, the boys would get it on in a darkened corner 
with any girl who’d let them. 
 Melanie and I had been talking about going to the disco that day at school.  
When she hadn’t rung by five, I tried ringing her, but there was no answer. I assumed she 
wasn’t going, so didn’t bother getting ready. I was laying in my room, reading magazines 
with the air-conditioner on full blast when next thing I knew, Mum was calling out to me 
saying that Melanie was at the door,  ready to go out. I walked out to the lounge, and saw 
a purple blur standing in our lounge room. ‘Aren’t ya ready yet? It’s past eight. Hurry up, 
it’s already started. We’re gonna be late.’  
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 Melanie was wearing a matching purple fake leather top and skirt, and black 
knee high boots. The black kohl under her eyes, and purple eye shadow, made her look 
like a domestic violence victim.   
 ‘I tried ringing you, why didn’t you answer?’ I said. 
 ‘We’ve been at soccer,’ Melanie replied. 
 I looked over at Mum, who rolled her eyes at me. ‘Jade’s really tired, maybe 
you’d better leave it for another time, hey?’  
 Melanie looked crestfallen and her stepmother, Judy, who had been waiting at 
the door, came in and started flapping around like a frightened cockatoo. ‘Melanie was 
really looking forward to it. It won’t take Jade long to get ready. It’ll be fun for them.’  
 Judy was wearing a skin-tight orange top, and a black skirt. Her hair was teased 
out in all directions, and she was wearing enough gold jewellery to open up her own 
Wallace Bishop. They were both buzzing with the excitement of the town disco. They 
looked like a younger version of Kath and Kim.  
 ‘Come on, hurry up and get ready,’ said Melanie, as she ushered me into my 
room. She opened my wardrobe and immediately took control. 
 ‘How about this?’ she said, holding up a glittery pink and orange top.  
 ‘I don’t wear that anymore,’ I said. It looked almost as garish as what she had 
on. It was going in the bin. I ended up choosing a denim skirt and t-shirt. I quickly 
brushed my hair and teeth, and stole one last look at myself in the bathroom mirror. 
‘That’ll do,’ I said, resigned to my fate.  
 Melanie stuck her head around the door. ‘Come on, Jade, let’s go. You look 
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great,’ she said, with all the confidence of someone who clearly thinks they look a million 
times better. We set off for the hoe-down. Yee ha! I could hardly wait. 
 Groups of girls were standing in clusters around the hall. Some of the more 
gregarious guys would buzz around them, joining in for brief moments, before their 
attention was diverted by another flash of taut, supple skin, and they darted off again. 
Most of the guys waited outside for the girls to come to them, too cool to risk rejection. 
 Melanie saw Steve sitting outside with some of his mates and led the way. 
Within minutes they were all over each other and I was left standing there by myself. I 
was wishing I hadn’t come—clearly Melanie had just used me so she could get out and 
see Steve—when I saw the three guys who were supposed to like me, sitting together at 
one of the tables. They were all looking at me and I felt my cheeks burn. I hadn’t thought 
they were all friends, so it was weird that they were all sitting together. 
 ‘Hey,’ Melanie said, ‘look who’s over there. You can take your pick Jade, which 
one do you want? Come on, let’s go over and say hi.’ 
 ‘No, it’s too embarrassing.’ 
 ‘Come on,’ she said, taking my hand and yanking me along after her. ‘Steve, 
come and say hi to David.’ I turned around to see him obediently following, a lopsided 
grin on his face, his eyes riveted on Melanie’s butt. 
 ‘Hi, David,’ Melanie said, as she sat down across from him.  
 There was one seat left, next to David. 
 Steve walked up behind Garth and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 ‘Give us ya seat aye mate?’ Steve said. 
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 Garth glanced at Steve’s hand, which had tightened its grip on his shoulder.  
  ‘Yeah, sure. C’mon Nathanial, let’s go.’ Turning to Steve, Garth said, ‘There’s 
a party at Troy’s tonight, ya goin’?’ 
 ‘Yeah, I might see you there later,’ Steve said, shooting a look at Melanie who 
had death rays coming from her eyes.  
 ‘You know I won’t be able to go,’ Melanie said, as she folded her arms across 
her chest. 
  ‘Ohh, fuck. I probably won’t even go myself, Melanie. Okay?’ He turned away 
and slapped David on the back, grinning idiotically at me. ‘So, what do ya reckon mate? 
Ya goin’ or what?’ 
 He turned and smiled at me, ‘Nah, I’m staying right here.’ 
 Ten minutes later, Melanie and Steve were embroiled in an argument about 
whether or not he was going to go to the party, and David had asked me to go out with 
him. For a country town, things were happening really fast. 
* 
 I stood waiting at the kitchen window until I saw David ride up on his push bike. 
‘Hi, let’s go,’ I said, before he had made it to the screen door. 
 ‘You ready?’ David looked through the screen door before I could stop him, and 
saw Mum standing in the kitchen. ‘Hi,’ he said. 
 ‘Come on, let’s go.’ I didn’t want Mum to start asking questions. Where are you 
going? What time will you be home? I just wanted to leave—fast. David had probably 
seen Mum around the school, but at this point Mum didn’t know who he was, and I really 
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wanted to keep it that way for as long as possible.  
 We walked to his house, which took about ten minutes. Before we had even 
entered his front gate he tried to put his hand down the back of my jeans, to see if I was 
wearing a G string.  
 ‘Piss off,’ I said, pushing his hand away. 
 ‘Just checking.’ He laughed, low and crude.  
 I was horrified. I didn’t even own a G string. I hoped Melanie and Steve would 
hurry up and get there. 
 We walked into the downstairs rumpus room. A pool table stood in the middle, a 
TV and VCR took up one corner, and a stereo sound system was in another. The room 
was larger than our whole house. David went straight over to the bar area and took out a 
beer from the fridge. He ripped it open and took a large swig. ‘I’ll take you upstairs and 
introduce you to Mum,’ he said, and then burped loudly. I followed him upstairs, amazed 
that his parents let him drink alcohol when he was only sixteen.  
 ‘Mum, this is Jade,’ he said. ‘Jade, this is Mum, and that’s my sister, Sam.’  
 ‘Hi,’ we all said together, and then silence.  
 ‘We’re going downstairs to watch a movie,’ he said, dragging me by the arm. 
 ‘Righto. Don’t go drinking all of your father’s beer,’ his mother called after us. 
  ‘I’ll show you my room.’  
 He gulped another mouthful of beer as he walked towards a door off the rumpus 
room. The room was covered, wall to wall, with pictures of big boobed girls; some were 
of Carmen Electra and other celebrities, but most were just nameless models wearing 
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next to nothing. They were all hair—blonde, mostly—and tits, standing suggestively with 
their legs apart and their mouths gaping. The room oozed sex.  
 ‘Ughhh,’ I moaned, rolling my eyes as I walked straight back out.                                                       
 ‘Have a seat,’ he said, following me back into the rumpus area, clearly not 
noticing my embarrassment and annoyance. ‘Do you want a drink?’ 
 ‘Yeah, I’ll have a glass of water, thanks.’  
 I was hoping he’d have one as well. His mouth had white gunk in the corners. 
You know the stuff that you wake up with in the mornings, that glues your mouth shut. It 
stretched every time he talked. My stomach churned. He poured my water, grabbed 
another beer and sat beside me on the futon. The smell of beer was strong on his breath as 
he put his arm around me.  He came at me with his mouth open. His dry lips touched 
mine with a firmness that forced my mouth open. I tried not to think of the white gunk. 
 He put his hand under my top and I held my breath. Unlike the girls on the 
posters I have no boobs at all. I couldn’t even get a bra small enough to fit and was 
wearing a bikini top under my t-shirt. My lack of squeezy bits didn’t seem to bother him 
though, and he moved his mouth to kiss my nipple. God, what was I supposed to do? I 
stared at the ceiling, craning my neck to avoid my chin hitting his head. What was he 
getting so excited about? 
 I felt like I was being devoured. My boob didn’t feel like it was mine. It had 
become a soft, squishy toy. I had this hysterical urge to ask, ‘So, what’s your favourite 
band? Seen any good movies lately?’  David was lost in his own moment, and it didn’t 
include me. His hand moved across my stomach and his fingers slid down the front of my 
  
 
	
Page 43 	
jeans. I froze, my entire body stiffened.  
 ‘Ahh, no,’ I said, as I pulled his hand away. We’d only been together for three 
days, who did he think he was? 
 ‘Alright,’ he said, ‘I’ll try working you up from the outside.’  
 He started to rub between my legs. Hard. It didn’t feel good. It actually hurt, as 
the seam from my jeans dug into my crotch.  
 ‘How does that feel?’ he asked. 
 ‘It hurts,’ I said, pushing him away.  
 ‘Oh, I didn’t mean…sorry,’ he said.  
 His cockiness was gone. He looked confused, as if the script he was following 
had vanished and he was suddenly being told to ad lib.   
  I moved to a chair across from him. Then the door bell rang and it was Melanie 
and Steve.   
 ‘Hi,’ said Melanie, bursting into the room, all smiles and makeup.  
  ‘Hi,’ I said. 
 ‘So, what have you two been up to, ay?’ said Steve, giving David a sharp elbow 
in the ribs. 
 ‘We only just got back here ourselves. We walked from Jade’s place. Do you 
guys want a drink or something?’ 
 ‘Yeah mate. I’ll have a beer if youse’ve got any.’ 
 ‘We’ve got heaps. I’m drinking the ol’ man’s. You want anything Melanie?’ 
 ‘Um, yeah, I’ll have a beer thanks.’  
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 Melanie’s father was a miner and very strict.  The only reason she was allowed 
out was because her Dad knew I was going to be there as well. He would’ve killed her if 
he knew she was drinking.   
 ‘Hey, how about we play a game of pool?’ she said, jumping up and grabbing a 
cue stick. ‘Come on, Jade. Me and Steve will play you and David.’ 
 Steve grabbed Melanie’s hips from behind. ‘Come here babe,’ he said pulling 
her towards him, ‘bend over and I’ll show you how it’s done.’ He ground his crotch in 
circular motions against her butt.  
 ‘Steve, don’t,’ she said wiggling against him, ‘you’ll ruin my aim.’  
 She bent over the table, her G string sticking out from her jeans.  
 ‘Look at this David, she’s wearing a pink G string,’ he said, as he snapped the 
elastic.  
 ‘Ow, Steve, you wrecked my shot,’ she said, as the black ball went down the 
side pocket.  
  At that moment one of Melanie’s boobs was threatening to spill out and bounce 
along the table, following the path of the black ball. David was at the opposite end of the 
table, intent on putting chalk on the end of the cue stick. At least he wasn’t ogling her.  
 ‘Jade, it’s your turn,’ she said.  
 ‘Here you go, I’ve got the stick all ready for you,’ said David. 
 ‘Thanks.’  
 It was going to be a long night. 
* 
  
 
	
Page 45 	
 The next day was Clermont Show Day, a public holiday in Moranbah. Clermont 
was an hour further inland and smaller than Moranbah, and an even bigger hole, so I was 
told, but at least it meant the day off school. I spent it in my room wondering what to do 
about David. He’d been so full on and things had happened so fast. How long were you 
supposed to go out with someone before they tried to get in your pants? Longer than three 
days, surely. Everybody had told me what a nice guy David was, but he seemed like such 
a pig to me. I didn’t even know him. Maybe Mum was right, guys only wanted one thing. 
Against my better judgment, I decided to talk to her. 
 ‘Mum, I don’t think David really likes me.’ 
 ‘What do you mean? What makes you say that?’ 
  ‘I don’t know. I just don’t think he does.’ 
 ‘Did something happen, Jade?’ 
 ‘I just don’t want to go out with him anymore, that’s all.’ 
 ‘Well, that’s got to be the shortest romance in history.’  She laughed and I felt 
my eyes well up with tears, then my whole face caved in. 
 ‘Jade, what’s wrong? Tell me,’ she said, eyeing me suspiciously. 
 The need to tell someone, to confirm my belief that it had happened too soon, 
overpowered me. I blurted out, ‘He tried to put his hand down my pants.’ 
 ‘What? What happened?’  
 I hesitated for a moment, before telling her everything. 
 ‘That arrogant bastard. How dare he? Well, good. Dump him if he’s going to try 
to have sex with you the first time you’re alone with him.’ 
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 ‘That’s what I thought.’   
 She jumped up off the lounge.  
 ‘What did you do?’ 
 Oh my God. ‘I said no.’ 
 ‘And he stopped?’  
 Why did I tell her? ‘Yes.’ 
 ‘Well, that was lucky.’ She stopped pacing and swung towards me, ‘Where the 
hell were his parents?’ 
 ‘His dad was working, but his mum and his sister were home.’ 
 Then the inevitable: ‘Well, what did I tell you?’ 
 ‘Yeah, I know, Mum.’ 
 I shouldn’t have told her. David had played right into her theory of all men being 
bastards, and I wouldn’t hear the end of it.  
* 
 ‘Jason fucked her first, but he said he wore a condom, so it can’t be his.’ 
 Rumours were rife around school about a pregnant Year Twelve girl, Jasmine, 
who was just starting to show under her uniform. People were saying she slept with three 
different guys at a party, and now didn’t have a clue who the father was. 
 ‘Yeah, but they both did, except for Brandon, so it’s got to be his, the poor 
prick.’ 
 ‘Well, we’ll know whose it is if it comes out black.’ 
 The boys laughed. 
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 ‘Jason reckons he’s gonna get a paternity test to prove it’s not his. He doesn’t 
wanna be stuck with her.’ 
 ‘Are youse talking about Jasmine? She’s such a stupid slut,’ said Ashlee. ‘Does 
she actually think they like her?’ 
 ‘They like her when they’re getting’ some, but they hate her guts now,’ said 
Slimbo, laughing. 
 ‘Everybody knows she did it on purpose,’ said Ashlee. 
 
* 
 After I dumped David, I had people I didn’t even know coming up to me, asking 
why I did it. He was the town stud and I knew they all thought that I was up myself, too 
good for their golden boy. I was supposed to be thankful that this cool guy had turned his 
attention to me. Only he wasn’t cool. He was a cock head who thought he was top shit. I 
was supposed to melt every time he looked at me. I couldn’t believe it; everyone seemed 
to have a stake in my life.    
 Jacinta sidled up to me as we stood in line waiting to go into our history class. 
‘So, I hear you dumped David. What happened? Wasn’t he able to get it up? Gee, I 
would’ve thought he’d be able to do it with you, Miss Hotshot from Brisbane. Guess 
you’re just like the rest of us, huh?’    
 Not only was I a bitch who had a hot guy after me, but now I was a prick tease 
who thought I was too good for one of their own. I had made myself easy to hate. 
  Melanie was the worst though, she didn’t let up. She kept asking me why I 
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didn’t like him anymore and I didn’t want to say. She’d think I was frigid or something. 
She was desperate to have a boyfriend. Steve was all she went on about. She was always 
giving me a run down on what they had ‘done’ together, though she was actually still a 
virgin. She kept asking me how far I’d gone with David, like we were in a competition or 
something. She even went so far as to say, in front of everyone at our lunch table, that 
Steve had fisted her, something he later denied.  
* 
 In the weeks after I broke up with David I had an urgent desire to join a Witness 
Protection Program. I wanted to vanish, leave without a trace, no-one sure where I had 
gone. Jade? Oh yeah, I remember her, sort of. Who was she? She lived here for a few 
years. What did she look like? Um she was blonde, I think, no, more brown. Oh I don’t 
know, she wasn’t here long, I’ve forgotten.  
 Living in Moranbah was surreal. At night, I’d lie in bed with my eyes closed and 
I’d be back in my room in Brisbane. I’d wander through my old house, down the steps 
and into the kitchen. I’d look out the window and see the units of my neighbours. I’d hear 
the shouts of mothers telling their kids to get to bed. Noise can be comforting, you can 
pretend you’re not alone; you’re a part of the chaos. I’d feel I was home and then I’d 
open my eyes, catapulted back into the darkness of my room. The silence. Walls the 
colour of wet concrete made me blanch. I’d look around, dismayed and shocked at where 
I was and ache with loneliness and the weight of despair, realising that I had moved.  
We had had all types living in the housing commission units: women escaping violence; 
migrants who had fifteen people crowded into a two bedroom unit; two parent families 
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where the father worked as a cleaner or a labourer. People cut off from the mainstream, 
and plucked into communities that were considered inferior. It was a transient population, 
no-one stayed for long: six months, a year or two at the most. We lived there for eleven 
years and we had been one of the longest. Real stayers. 
 Every time someone new moved into the units there’d be a buzz, and all the kids 
would be wondering if they were going to have a new best friend. I remember vividly one 
single mum, who had a son about two. In the weeks before she moved in, security screens 
were placed on the windows, and everyone was wondering why this unit was getting 
them when the rest of us weren’t. The workmen putting the screens in were hounded by 
women who wanted to know when the rest of us were going to have them installed. Why 
was this person so special? Gossip churned. Who was moving in?  
 It turned out she was in the Witness Protection Program, and had moved to 
Brisbane from interstate to escape a dangerous past. We all knew about violence. Most of 
us had seen it first-hand. She blew her cover when she won a competition held by a 
Brisbane radio station. The prize was ten thousand dollars if you could locate a toad. She 
entered it with Janine, who lived in the unit next to her, and the two of them got up at 
four o’clock every morning scouring the streets of Brisbane, carefully tracking the clues 
given out by the radio hosts each day. I remember seeing them the day they’d found the 
toad.  
 ‘We found the toad! We won! We won!’ they shouted.  
 They were euphoric; a couple of women whom life had ignored were suddenly 
celebrities. The lure of her fifteen minutes made her forget about her safety, and the 
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safety of her child, and she gave her real name out over the radio. The next day she was 
gone and even Janine never heard from her again.  
 Even as I write this, I wonder if the woman and her small child ever really 
existed or am I making them up. The story seems so fanciful; a tall tale. Is that how 
people will think of me in Moranbah? Does the town exist? Did I ever really live there? It 
is another world. But it is on the map. Central Queensland, mining town. Economic 
growth. Highest income per capita. Highest living expenses. Teachers come and go. They 
never really belong. So where did that leave me—a teacher’s daughter? 
 I wanted to be like the woman in Witness Protection. To disappear as quickly I 
had come. Not leaving a trace. To disappear as quickly as the fresh, green blades of grass 
that sprout eagerly after a heavy downpour, optimistic in their hold on the moist land, 
until the days turn into weeks and  months of no rain, and the brown bare earth holds no 
trace of them.  There was no chance. I was stuck in the coal pit.  
* 
 ‘Hey, we should have a camp out at the creek,’ said Slimbo. 
 ‘Yeah’, said Rusty. ‘This weekend—Saturday night.’ 
     ‘Righto. What d’ya  reckon, Jade? Would you be allowed or what?’ 
 ‘Umm … I don’t know. I’d have to ask.’ 
 I wasn’t sure if Mum would let me stay overnight at the creek with Slimbo and the 
other boys, but I was still being ostracised by most of the girls and I knew Mum was 
worried about me. I was hoping she would cave in.  
 ‘Mum, can I go on a camp out with the boys this weekend?’ 
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 ‘A camp out? Where?’ 
 ‘Down at the creek.’ 
 ‘The creek? What do you mean? The creek? Where will you sleep? In tents?’ 
 ‘No, they don’t use tents.’ 
 ‘Then where on earth will your sleep?’ 
 ‘I don’t know. We probably won’t even go to sleep.’ 
 ‘So you’re going to stay up all night, down at the creek?’ 
 ‘Yes.’ 
 ‘Doing what, exactly?’ 
 I knew Mum wasn’t worried about sex. Not with these guys. Not that they weren’t 
obsessed by it. They were. It was all they talked about, even though they were virgins. 
It’s just that it didn’t seem to affect how they were with me. For the most part, they 
seemed to ignore the fact that I was a girl. 
 ‘Oh, I don’t know, Jade. Who’s going?’ 
 ‘Slimbo, Rusty, Adam and Troy.’ 
 ‘But what on earth are you going to do there all night? What if something 
happens?’ 
 ‘As if anything is going to happen at the creek, it’s in the middle of nowhere.’ 
‘That’s my point. Where exactly will you be camping?’ 
 ‘I told you—at the creek, near where we swim.’ 
 ‘Jade, you aren’t going to swim in that bloody thing at night, are you?’ 
 ‘Of course not.’ 
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 ‘So you’re going to sit around singing camp fire songs, is that it?’ 
 ‘Yeah, something like that.’ 
 Mum laughed and I knew I had her.  
 The next day at school Melanie approached me. ‘Are youse camping out at the 
weekend?’  
 Great. No avoiding this. The fact that she wasn’t invited didn’t matter a bit. 
Melanie was coming too.  
 ‘Is Steve going into Mackay again this weekend?’ I asked.  
 Steve had an older brother who worked in the mines, and when he had a weekend 
off he would let his younger brother tag along with him and his friends. 
 Melanie never swam at the creek, but she probably thought it would be a chance 
to make Steve jealous. The prospect of a break from the monotony was too much for her 
to resist. It was too much for any of us to resist.  
 “How much piss are ya takin’ Rusty?” said Slimbo. 
In Moranbah everyone drank. Students as young as Year Eights went to parties and got 
blind. We met Rednut, an older boy, an apprentice boilermaker in the mines, who was 
friends with Slimbo, at the Shell estate near the creek and he gave us Cruisers he’d 
bought for us at the bottle-o. We went back to the campsite, already sculling the drinks.  
We decided to go for a swim in the creek before it became dark. Melanie wasn’t going to 
go in at first, claiming she had no togs.  
 ‘Don’t worry, just get in. No-one swims in togs,’ I said.  
 I could see she didn’t want to, but she didn’t want to look like a dickhead in front 
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of the boys.   
 ‘Yeah righto, just give me a minute,’ she said. 
 She sat on a log at the edge of the bank and I could see Rusty and Slimbo pointing 
at her and nodding. They snuck up behind her, grabbed her and threw her into the middle. 
She reappeared at the surface shouting obscenities. Her straightened hair drenched.  
She left shortly after. She rang her step-mum and asked her to pick her up at the Shell 
Estate. I don’t think she ever intended to actually stay the night. 
 Troy brought his four-wheeler motorbike and we took turns going for rides 
through the bush and out to the nearby Shell Estate. We nearly crashed into a tree and 
went flying over scrub that projected us through the air before we thumped back down to 
earth.  
 The shadows lengthened, and the day finally started to cool.  
 ‘We better start making a fire soon,’ Rusty said, turning his head this way and that 
already searching for the best bits of debris.  
 ‘Yep, come on let’s start collecting wood,’ Slimbo said, springing to his feet. 
The boys went off running through the bush screaming and yelling like lunatics. I could 
make them out in the distance. Rusty had a huge branch and was brandishing it like a 
sword it in the air.  
 ‘Bloody hell—watch out will ya?’ yelled Slim, as the branch narrowly missed his 
head.  
 I collected some sticks near the edge of the river. Troy lit the fire, and this sent 
Slim into a fury to collect more and more wood. The boys were racing each other back 
  
 
	
Page 54 	
and forth from the fire, until the bonfire was huge, the flames licking the sky. Sparks fell 
into the river, hissed and died. They dismantled what looked like an old cubby house and 
threw it onto the flames. Standing back, chests heaving, they admired their creation.  
 ‘I think that’ll do it, aye?’ I said, beginning to worry that we might start a bush 
fire. 
 ‘Yeah, that should keep going all night,’ Slim said, folding his arms and smiling 
in satisfaction. 
 After the commotion of collecting the wood, we sat in silence gazing steadily into 
the inferno, listening to the crackling of the dry bark. I was sure that Rusty had ADHD, 
but even he sat still. There’s something so mesmerising about watching a fire slowly 
break down the debris and, once it takes hold, move higher and higher, spreading its 
flames, crumbling the wood effortlessly into blackened ash and then moving onto the 
next piece. It was destructive and violent, but beautiful. It gave off such life and warmth, 
but was deadly also. My life in the town was confusing. Sitting around the camp fire I 
was included, I felt the warmth of friends. At some point you have to stop gazing, jump 
in and take a chance.  
 I had just finished reading The Beach, a novel about a secret beach somewhere 
in Thailand. It was made into a movie starring Leonardo DiCaprio. There is a line that 
says, “Assimilating myself was the most natural thing in the world ... you don’t march 
into Hindu temples and start saying, ‘Why are you worshipping a cow?’ You look 
around, take on board, adjust, accept.”  I decided that was exactly what I’d do. 
* 
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 I arrived home about six the next morning.  
 ‘Jade, look at you, you’re filthy. Have you been to sleep?’ Mum said. 
 ‘No. I’m going to bed.’ 
 ‘Well you’d better have a shower first.’ 
   I was too tired to turn on the tap, so I clambered wearily into bed, still in my 
clothes from the night before. 
 The next week at school I had something to talk about. I didn’t care that Jacinta 
and the rest of them wouldn’t speak to me. I had done something fun on the weekend. I 
had been part of something. In class we laughed and joked about our campout.  
Melanie couldn’t believe that I’d stayed there all night. She’d rung me on Sunday 
morning, and Mum told her what time I’d come in and that I was still asleep. 
 ‘I don’t know how you can swim in that creek, it’s disgusting,’ she’d said to me 
the next morning at school. 
 Her hair was once again straightened, and eyeliner was carefully applied. What 
an exhausting process. 
 Jacinta didn’t hold back on her thoughts. 
 ‘So what’d you do down there all night? Did ya fuck em all?’ Jacinta shouted 
out in our Maths class. Mrs McCarthy barely glanced up from the textbook, but I knew 
she’d heard.  
 Melanie’s mouth turned into a smirk, and she glanced at me, eyes glinting to 
catch my reaction. 
  The other girls sat back silently. Their disinterested gaze was a mask; underneath 
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they watched like a cat watches a mouse, ready to pounce. I was flouting rules: girls did 
not hang around boys. I was supposed to stay an outcast, alone or with the chaplain’s 
daughter in the air-conditioned vacuum, cool and compliant. I was meant to remain 
unseen and unheard.  I only started to hang out at the creek because the boys were fun, 
but girls did not go off on their own with guys in this town, and if you did, you were 
obviously a slut. Apart from Jacinta’s comment, nothing openly happened. But they were 
watching me, waiting for me to screw up, building up evidence that would later be used 
against me.  
* 
 It’s funny how brief moments become chiseled into your mind. I didn’t stay 
friends with Melanie for much longer. She was too high maintenance. I felt like I was 
being placed in a competition that I didn’t want to be part of.  I would get a new top, and 
she would have to borrow it even though she had hundreds of clothes to choose from. If I 
had something, she wanted it. She wore me out.  
 One night I stayed at her house and she got it into her head that I should get 
together with one of the guys who lived next door. She had mentioned the two of them 
many times, always saying that they both had the hots for her, and that she’d seen them 
perving on her when she was in her pool. She clearly set up the fact that they both wanted 
her and then said I should go for it. Yeah right.  
 She dragged me over there with her when they were both drinking on their 
veranda. It was late, around eleven, and they were sitting in darkness with only the light 
from their smokes and their gravelly voices signally they were there.  
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 ‘Hi,’ said Melanie. 
 ‘How youse goin’?’ one of them said. 
 She loved the sound of her own voice, and filled in any gaps in the conversation 
with her inane chatter, oblivious to the looks the guys gave each other. I cringed. A young 
girl clearly adored them, and they both sat, hands clasped behind their heads, bathing in 
it. I didn’t mind Melanie on her own, but the minute guys were around her voice would 
rise, and she’d start flapping her arms around as she spoke, maybe in an effort to make 
the shit she was talking sound more exciting. 
 At one point she followed one of them into the house and was gone for a few 
minutes. When she came back out she wanted to go; clearly something had happened and 
she wanted to tell me privately. 
 ‘Guess what? she said, as she grabbed my arm with both hands. ‘Tim likes you! 
What do you think of him?’ 
 ‘Yeah, he’s nice enough.’ 
 ‘Well, would you go out with him?’ 
 At least she was getting off my back about David. 
 ‘How cool would it be for you to go out with someone who lived next door to 
me? We could hang out together all the time.’ 
 I could think of nothing worse. 
 ‘I’d go out with him myself, if I wasn’t with Steve.’ 
 Of course you would. 
 ‘Well, what do you reckon?’ 
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 ‘Slow down Melanie, we should probably go over again tomorrow and see them, 
before you go rushing off picking out bridesmaid dresses.’ 
 That seemed enough for her, and she left off. 
 I wondered what her motive was. Sure, she wanted me to have a boyfriend too, 
but neither of the two guys seemed especially interested in Melanie’s presence, let alone 
mine. The way she talked it was as if both of them fell over each other in an effort to talk 
to her whenever the opportunity arose. Did he really say he likes me?  
 The next day when we went back over it was even more awkward. Melanie was 
attempting to be a standup comedian. When we finally escaped back to her place, I told 
her I wasn’t keen. The guy was too quiet and didn’t seem interested. 
 At school on Monday she told me that she had gone back over to talk about me 
after I’d left her house.  
 ‘He said that after seeing you in the daylight, you didn’t look as hot.’  
 She took out her lip gloss, pouting her lips as she began to apply it, pretending 
she was oblivious to the pain she had just caused. 
 I lashed out. ‘He’s a dickhead. He’s not great looking himself.’  
 Melanie stared at me, her thickly coated lips parted, the lip gloss held in midair. 
She didn’t believe me for a second. Apparently I was one of those girls; the ones the guys 
said would need a paper bag over their head before they’d fuck them. The “butterhead” 
—“everything’s good but—her—head”.  
 She quickly covered her spite with saccharine words. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll find 
someone soon.’ She smacked her lips together in a vain attempt to hide her glee. ‘He’s a 
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wanker anyway, you’re too good for him,’ she’d said.  
 It is only now, years later, that I wonder if any of it was even said. Including that 
I was ‘hot’ in the first place. But at the time the delight she took in telling me what he’d 
said tore at what little confidence I had. Damage had been done. I’ve met many girls like 
Melanie since then, who need to be the best and who can only be happy when they think 
they are superior, prettier, and thinner than every other female around. It warps 
friendship. It’s transparent, vain and ugly. I’m ashamed to say, I’ve done this too. 
The next week I saw her flirting with David near the tuckshop, where the seniors sat. He 
picked her up and swung her around.  I could hear her squeals ringing in my ears as I 
turned and walked the other way.  
 We stopped hanging out.  
 
                * 
 There are no traffic lights in Moranbah and only a handful of stop signs. The 
main drag, Mills Avenue, is roughly three kilometres long. You can walk from one end to 
the other in half an hour. Needless to say, there aren’t many places to go in town. Just like 
on the set of Neighbours there were the regular hot spots – the school, the coffee shop, 
the park – and little else.  
 Walk in any direction to the very edge of town and all you see is bush. It was 
like living in a snow dome, trapped. Boredom in Moranbah sucked the life out of you. 
Nights were the worst: silent and suffocatingly hot. With half the men working night shift 
and the other half at the pub, the streets were dead. The only noise to be heard was the 
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occasional bark of a dog or hiss of a cat. With so little to do, we had to make our own 
fun. 
 ‘Man, this kid is really gonna miss his treadly in the morning,’ Slimbo said, 
laughing as he circled us on a Spiderman bike. 
‘Fuck him!’ said Rusty, egging Slimbo on. 
             ‘Ohh guys, don’t you remember what it was like when your bike was your prized 
possession? He’s gonna be devastated!’ I said. 
 ‘Well that’ll learn him for leavin’ his shit in the front yard! Parents shoulda 
taught him to tidy up properly,’ said Slimbo.  
 We all laughed. You couldn’t argue with Slimbo’s simple, straightforward 
reasoning. Besides, this was Moranbah, the kid probably had another two or three stashed 
out the back.  
 We usually walked the streets for most of the night but we’d eventually be 
drawn to the ovals like a magnet. The “ovals” were comprised of the hockey, soccer, 
touch footy and AFL fields.  The space was huge and with only the light from the moon 
to guide us, it was a safe place to avoid questioning by the cops. We’d usually sit on the 
benches outside one of the clubhouses, drinking. Sometimes, a lone walker would 
stumble through the darkness, obviously on his way home from a big night at the Nugget, 
the local pub. The boys, in exchange for smokes, would help the guy figure out which 
direction his house was in. Unfortunately, tonight there was no alcohol and no drunken 
guy to keep us amused. We were restless, itching for something to do. 
 ‘Let’s get blind!’ Slimbo yelled to the sky. 
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 ‘Fuck yeah!’ said Rusty, slapping his thighs. 
 ‘Pity Rednut’s out of town, he coulda bought us some piss tonight,’ I said, 
feeling disappointed at the prospect of another boring night in Moranbah.  
 ‘We don’t need him,’ replied Slimbo with a smirk.  
 ‘What d’ya mean?’ I asked. 
 ‘We’ll go fridging again,’ said Troy, as he nodded at Slimbo. 
 The two previous weekends, the boys, sober and with nothing better to do, had 
snuck onto people’s property and stolen everything out of their outside bar fridges. At the 
first house they went to, they scored a carton of beer. They couldn’t believe how easy it 
was. The fridges were packed with alcohol, just sitting there begging to be taken. They all 
agreed that they could trust me enough to show me what they did.  
 ‘That’s Macca’s place. He’ll have plenty of piss,’ said Slimbo, as we crouched 
in the shadows.  
 Macca was known for liking a drink or two. On his days off, he had wild parties. 
We’d never gone to any, but they were legendary. Most nights, when the Nugget closed 
at two in the morning, everyone from the pub would head back to his house to continue 
partying until daylight. Kids on their way to school would often spot people sitting on 
Macca’s roof, drinking and hurling cans onto the street. Tonight, however, the house was 
eerily quiet and in darkness. He must have been on nightshift.  
 ‘Okay. Me and Rusty will go round back, you two stay here,’ said Slimbo, 
casually taking off at a light jog. 
 Troy and I watched the boys from across the road as they crept stealthily through 
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the side gate. We kept still and didn’t say a word. I was holding my breath for fear that 
the lights would suddenly turn on in the house and they’d get caught. I peered down both 
ends of the street, nobody was around. Inside the neighbouring houses the miners were 
probably snoring so loudly they couldn’t hear us. They’d be exhausted from the drudgery 
of their jobs, riding the waves of a deep, drug induced sleep. Macca’s house stood by a 
lone witness to our exploits.   
 After a couple of minutes, the two boys suddenly reappeared. Rusty had a carton 
under each arm. Slimbo was using one arm to curl his shirt up towards his chest, holding 
in loose bottles of Cruisers, his other arm holding another handful. One bottle was 
already starting to slip out of his grasp, threatening to smash in the middle of the road. 
Troy and I leapt out, grabbing as many bottles from under his arms as we could, avoiding 
disaster. 
 ‘Run!’ said Rusty, through clenched teeth. 
 We all sprinted to the other end of the street. Three cans tumbled out of Rusty’s 
open carton, they hissed violently as they sprayed beer all over the road.  
 ‘Fuckin’ hell!’ muttered Rusty, as he tried to shuffle the carton into a position so 
no more would fall out.  
 We were doubled over in hysterics by the time we reached the street light a 
hundred metres away. 
 ‘Good one, you fuckin’ idiot,’ said Troy, laughing. 
 ‘I didn’t know the carton was open!’ 
 ‘Hey, where’s Slimbo?’ I asked, catching my breath.  
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 Just as we all turned around in confusion, Slimbo came tearing out of a different 
yard. From the look on his face, we knew something was up. Then we saw a burly miner 
appear behind him, fists clenched, yelling and swearing, ‘Fuck off, ya mongrel.’ We all 
turned and ran, knowing without saying it, to meet at the ovals.  
 When Slimbo finally caught up, he threw himself onto the grass.  
 ‘This is why I shouldn’t smoke,’ he said, as he bent over clutching his side.  
 ‘Oh yeah, that’s why – so you can escape big bad men in the middle of the 
night?’ I teased.  
 ‘He had a fucking golf club,’ said Slimbo, as he laughed in between huge 
gulping breaths.  
 ‘Holy shit, what happened? Who was it?’ asked Troy.  
 ‘It was fucking Mad Dog, the crazy cunt. I didn’t realise he was watching me the 
whole time. Then out of nowhere I hear, “Get the fuck off my property.” I swear I just 
about shit my pants!’ 
 ‘So you didn’t get anything?’ asked Troy, not the least bit concerned about 
Slimbo’s ordeal. 
 ‘Nah, I bloody well dropped it.’ 
 ‘Serves you right for not sticking to the plan!’ I laughed, relieved that we didn’t 
get caught. 
 ‘I know, I know, won’t happen again,’ said Slimbo, recovered, cracking open a 
Fourex. 
 After nearly getting caught, we never did it again. The police sergeant came to 
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school and made a big speech on parade, wanting information about the “culprits”. He 
never got any. But it was a close call. I sat there squirming, not daring to look over at any 
of the boys. I could see a group of teachers huddled together shaking their heads, 
occasionally casting around accusing glares at kids they thought would be the suspects. 
We didn’t feel any remorse. We did it because we could. Because it was easy. Nobody 
really feared theft in Moranbah. Most people left their whole houses unlocked while they 
went to the shops and nothing would ever be gone. Besides, this was different; it was 
only alcohol, and it was easily replaced. We didn’t consider it wrong or even breaking 
and entering. It was fun. Some excitement, an adrenaline rush, something to pass the 
time. It made me feel alive. I had friends. I belonged. 
* 
 I got a text message from Rednut at around eight-thirty one Friday night. 
 ‘What ya doing?’ 
 ‘Nothing,’ I replied. 
 ‘Come for a drive?’ 
 ‘Now?’ 
 ‘Yep.’ 
 ‘Yeah, okay.’ 
 ‘Be there in five.’’ 
  Mum was at the Heritage Hotel, one of the ritzier places in town, having dessert 
with the teachers from her staff room. I went out on the veranda to wait. It was the end of 
May and the air was getting cooler. A sad string of multi-coloured lights hung limply 
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from the façade of the Chinese take-away store across the road, and a miner, still in his 
work clothes, stood outside propped up against a pole. Music from The Workers pub 
drifted across town. It sounded familiar, one of Mum’s favourites from the eighties, no 
doubt. Moranbah was dead, as usual. I had to get out. 
 I jumped the wire fence and stood on the footpath. I heard the car before I saw it. 
The sound bled through the streets fracturing the night until the car stood shuddering in 
front of me. It was a blue 1987 model Nisson Pulsar.  
 ‘Hey!’ I said. 
 ‘Hey, get in,’ said Rednut. 
 Rusty was sitting in the front next to Rednut, with a beer in his hand, which clearly 
wasn’t his first. 
 ‘What have you guys been doing?’ I said. 
 ‘Just driving round, not much,’ said Rednut. ‘Trying to avoid the cops.’ 
 We did a few aimless laps around town. Claiming territory. Owning the streets. 
There were no bowling alleys. No megaplex movie theatres. No shopping centres. No 
trains to catch out of the town to take you to the city.  
 As soon as the Year Twelves got their license they took to their cars, circling the 
boundaries of the town like caged animals. The world outside was impenetrable, as if 
Moranbah was surrounded by an electrified fence. During the day, Moranbah looked 
much like any other suburban town that could be on the outskirts of any city. But at night 
you realised that you were smack bang in the middle of nowhere. The freedom the 
outback offered was a cruel joke, a noose around your neck pulling tighter and tighter. 
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 The streets were silent. No parties were on. We drove out to the quarter mile: a long 
stretch of road that led out to the railway line. Sometimes there would be drag races out 
here, but tonight there was no-one on the road.  
 I’d been bike riding out there with Mum. Sometimes, on a Sunday afternoon, we 
would borrow the neighbours’ bikes, and take off out of town. It was beautiful and quiet; 
you could ride for three hours and never see another soul. In the raw stillness it was easy 
to see why people fell in love with the peace, and why people out west hated the city and 
everyone who came from there. With the wind in my hair and my legs burning from 
pushing the pedals, I felt I had escaped from the town. You could forget it was a mining 
town and revel in the expanse. On the ride home, though, I’d remember. In the late 
afternoon men would return from the mines and a stream of screeching cars would hurl 
past, the wind almost tipping you off the bike. Then I was reminded of why the town 
existed. It wasn’t a quaint country town, it was a mining town. People lived here for a 
reason: to earn a shitload. 
 ‘Have you ever driven a car before?’ asked Rednut.   
 ‘No,’ I said.  
 ‘You wanna have a go?’ said Rednut. 
 ‘Yeah!’ I said. 
 ‘Come on then, jump over.’ 
 He got out of the car and jumped in the back seat as I climbed forward into the 
driver’s seat. 
 ‘You’re fucken privileged, aren’t ya, being allowed to drive Rednut’s car?’ said 
  
 
	
Page 67 	
Rusty. 
 ‘Just don’t kill us. Okay, put your foot on the clutch when I say, alright?  
 ‘Yeah,’ I said, as I gripped the steering wheel. 
 I’ll change the gears,’ said Rednut. 
  I bunny hopped about twenty metres down the road, with Rednut saying, ‘Put your 
foot on the clutch, put your foot on the clutch.’ 
 ‘Look out for the kangaroo,’ said Rusty. 
 A huge roo stood at the side of the road, its eyes shining red in the glare of the 
headlights, looking as though it was about to pounce across the road. 
 ‘Shit. Look how big it is,’ I said, my hands shaking as I tried to grip the steering 
wheel. ‘Okay, that’s enough.’  
 The car spluttered before it came to an abrupt halt. Rednut and I jumped in and out 
of the car, changing places. 
 ‘Hey, you know what I heard about that art teacher, Paanz?’ said Rusty. 
 ‘Ha, that stoner,’ said Rednut. ‘I saw him up town the other week wearing his tie-
dyed shit. He’s fucken crazy, aye?’ 
 ‘Yeah, he’s a cartoon waiting to be drawn,’ said Rusty. 
 ‘Where the hell do they get these teachers from?’ said Rednut, glancing sideways at 
me, before smoothly changing gears and speeding off. 
 Mr Paanz was a middle-aged teacher who sauntered casually around the school 
with a perpetually dazed look, as if he was wondering how on earth he ended up in the 
remote mining town. His clothes were always splattered with paint, and he spent more 
  
 
	
Page 68 	
time outside of the classroom smoking, than he did in it. 
 ‘What have you heard about him?’ I said, ignoring his accusing look. 
 ‘He was seen out in the bush one arvo after school running around with the bloody 
deers. Starkers.’ 
 ‘What? Are you serious? Naked? With deers? What deers?’ 
 ‘Deers in the bush, there’s hundreds of 'em. You can see more of 'em at night. At 
night every critter out here comes to life.’ 
 ‘Really? Deers? I know there’s kangaroos, obviously, but deers?’ 
 ‘You’re living out in the bush now Jade, there’s animals everywhere,’ said Rednut. 
 ‘Hey, we should take Jade out to the back of the sewerage plant,’ said Rusty. 
 ‘Sewerage plant? Where’s that?’  
 ‘Just behind the school.’ 
 ‘There’s heaps of kangaroos out there,’ said Rusty. 
 ‘Yeah, let’s go run down a few, aye? We’ll get my brother’s jeep. It’s got bull 
bars.’   
       * 
 ‘Look at em all,’ I said. The kangaroos in the distance were bounding over the 
terrain seeking refuge further into the bush, while the closer ones stood mesmerised by 
the head lights. Rednut’s brother had decided to come along for the ride, he was already 
drunk and he brought the remains of a carton with him. The boys eagerly passed around 
the stubbies.  
 Whenever Rednut spotted a kangaroo he accelerated the car, trying to strike it. The 
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fourth time he connected with a dull thud.  
 ‘Yes,’ he cried.  
 I laughed along with them. I couldn’t see in the darkness, but the animal had been 
hit. 
 He slammed the car into reverse, and the kangaroo, legs flailing, was lit up by the 
car. It front legs were desperately clawing into space, but there was nothing for it to cling 
to, nothing that would help it to its feet. I looked sidelong at Rednut. He was grinning 
manically. The night was cracked opened by the roar of the car, and the raucous laughter 
of the boys.  
 Rednut spun the wheels of the car, sending dirt and gravel scattering. I lurched to 
the right, the door handle knocking me painfully on the arm. After the first hit Rednut 
was euphoric, and spun the car in ever widening circles. The brutality of the attacks on 
the kangaroos made me feel sick. There were no guns, the car was the weapon, and the 
yearning desire for excitement was the bullet blast.  
 We didn’t hit another kangaroo. The others were more wary of us now, jumping 
away as one of their own slowly died, jerking uncontrollably. As the town slept we 
unleashed terror on the landscape. But I was safe in the car. I wasn’t the target. It was the 
defenceless animals. 
* 
 The mid year holidays were coming up and Mum had decided we needed to see the 
outback.  
 ‘We can’t stay out here for three years without going further out west to see the 
  
 
	
Page 70 	
sights.’ 
  She went to the travel agent in town square and mapped out a road trip: Emerald, 
Barcaldine, Longreach, and Winton. I was excited to be getting out of Moranbah. The 
roads out of Moranbah not only travelled to the coast, but turned inwards, to what Mum 
described as the ‘real outback’. These towns had existed since the early colonial days of 
white settlement. They weren’t set up as mines and plucked onto the landscape. They 
were sleepy, one street towns that had three pubs with broad verandas. They had grown 
slowly, teasing settlers from the cities with the promise of freedom and adventure. 
* 
 We woke at four in the morning and tiptoed past Lisa and Scott’s unit. We had 
packed most of our things in the car the night before so we could take off without too 
much hassle. As we pulled out of Moranbah and headed toward Clermont, the sun was 
beginning to rise between the trees, sending out glistening rays of light.  I leant back in 
the seat and breathed deeply, feeling lighter the further we drove away from the confines 
of Moranbah. 
 Our first stop was Ilfracombe, a small town with a population of around two 
hundred and fifty. We had cornjacks for lunch at a takeaway shop filled with tourists.  
 ‘I haven’t had these since I was a kid. I didn’t think you could get them anymore. 
These are the best I’ve ever tasted,’ said Mum.  
  Scattered pieces of old farm machinery and tractors, brightly painted and on 
display for the city tourists, were strewn along the Landsborough Highway that runs 
through the town. Mum climbed on top of one and posed for a photo, grinning from ear to 
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ear. 
 We continued until we reached Barcy. Barcaldine is the birthplace of the Australian 
Labor Party. The Tree of Knowledge stood in the centre of town. It was the place where 
the striking shearers had the first trade union meeting, back in 1891.  
 ‘Imagine being here then,’ Mum said, as she gently touched the trunk of the tree, 
gazing at it with reverence. Not everyone felt the same way about the Labor movement, 
because a few years after our visit, the tree was poisoned. Mum was devastated. 
 The further we went inland the drier the landscape became. The sky paled, 
stretched taut over the continent. The road streamed ahead, rippling in the heat haze. The 
landscape looked like crusty calico, brittle and stiff. Occasionally a tree stood a lonely 
vigil, a cow shading itself under its branches.  
 Longreach is the home of the Stockman’s Hall of Fame and the birthplace of 
Qantas. We spent a few hours reading copious information boards on the various 
displays, and then went back to the hotel in the afternoon.  
 ‘How about we drive to Aramac? There’s supposed to be ancient Aboriginal cave 
paintings there,’ said Mum, as she leafed through the motel’s tourist pamphlets.  
 ‘Yeah, okay,’ I said. I was already bored sitting in the bland hotel room. 
 We headed back east, towards Barcaldine, and drove for about an hour before 
turning north in the direction of the small town of Aramac. After driving along a deserted 
stretch we saw the sign: Aramac, Population: 341. 
 ‘I think we’ll have to stop to ask for directions to the cave paintings. Somehow I 
don’t think there’s going to be signs pointing the way,’ said Mum. 
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 We entered a small corner store only slightly cooler than outside. A ceiling fan 
clicked monotonously as it tried to cut through the thick air with each awkward rotation. 
A teenage girl sat reading a Cosmopolitan magazine in a corner behind the counter; a 
smaller fan sitting atop a pile of magazines targeted its thin burst of air at her face. She 
looked up, her eyes immediately narrowing. At a glance she’d surmised we weren’t 
locals.  
 ‘Hi,’ said Mum. ‘We are looking for some Aboriginal cave paintings that are 
supposed to be in this area. You wouldn’t happen to know what direction we need to go 
to find them, do you?’ 
  ‘Aboriginal cave paintings.’ A statement, not a question. 
 ‘Yes, we’re staying in a motel in Longreach and a pamphlet we found in our room 
said that there were some in Aramac. This is Aramac, right?’  
 ‘Yeah,’ she drawled. ‘It is.’ 
 ‘So you haven’t heard of any caves in the area with Aboriginal paintings?’ Mum 
asked. 
 She frowned. ‘Um, well, I haven’t seen em, but there might be some up the road a 
bit. There’s a turn off onto a dirt road about five minutes out of town, and if you drive 
along that, you might come across em.’ 
 ‘Okay, great. What’s the dirt road like? We’ve only got a small car, not a Land 
Rover.’ 
 Her eyes darted outside and she pursed her lips. ‘Where is it?’ 
 ‘It’s the blue one parked out there,’ said Mum, pointing towards our car. 
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 The girl slowly stood up and peered out the shop window at our city car that was 
parked out the front. Her lip turned up into a self-assured smirk. 
 ‘Yeah, you should be right,’ she said, turning back to us, smiling confidently. 
 ‘Thanks for your help,’ Mum said. 
 ‘So, do you think she knew we weren’t locals?’ Mum said, as we walked back out 
to the car. 
 ‘Yeah, I think she guessed that.’ 
 We turned off the bitumen road and onto a sandy dirt track. As we drove along the 
track it narrowed, and shrubs and bushes began to line both sides. I turned around to get 
my water bottle out of the back seat, only for a second. And that’s when it happened. 
 ‘Jesus Christ,’ said Mum, swerving the car, and slamming on the brakes. A 
kangaroo had jumped out from the bushes and hit the front of our car, bouncing along the 
bonnet towards us. It hit the windscreen and slid awkwardly off the side of the car. 
 Mum’s hands shook. ‘What the hell happened?’  
 ‘We hit a kangaroo,’ I said, stating the obvious. 
 ‘I know, I saw the bloody thing. Shit, it could’ve come through the windscreen.’  
 ‘There was nothing you could have done. It came out of nowhere.’ 
 ‘Yeah, I know. Where is it?’ She swung around, looking out the window, and let 
out a groan. 
 I turned around. It was in the middle of the road, lying on its side, legs floundering, 
clawing urgently at the air. Just like the kangaroo Rednut had hit. 
 ‘What should we do?’ she said. 
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 ‘Well, it’s not as if we can put it in the car and drive it to the vet.’  
 ‘The poor thing. Do you think it will die?’ 
 ‘Probably, or some other animal will attack it, and finish it off. Are you okay?’ 
 ‘Yeah, it gave me a heart attack. If you hadn’t turned around just at that second you 
would’ve seen it jump out, and you could’ve warned me.’ 
 ‘You still wouldn’t have stopped in time, though.’  
 ‘Yeah, I know. I’m not blaming you. They really aren’t like Skippy, are they? Did 
you see how dirty it was?’  
 ‘It’s living in the bush Mum. It’s not the star of its own television show.’  
 ‘We’d better see how much damage it did,’ she said, as she opened the car door and 
stepped out. 
 There was a dent on the bonnet and the front was battered in a bit, but at least it was 
drivable. Considering how hard the kangaroo had landed on it, the car had come out 
almost unscathed. It could have been a lot worse. I’ve heard since of accidents where 
kangaroos that have been hit crash through the windscreen and claw passengers in the car 
to pieces trying to escape. 
 ‘Can you believe it?’ she said, thumping the steering wheel. ‘The first kangaroo we 
see all trip and I have to hit it. Do you think we should turn back?’ 
  ‘We may as well keep going, we’ve come this far.’ 
 ‘Okay, let’s go.’ She cast another glance back at the kangaroo. 
 We climbed back into the car. Mum turned to me and said, ‘Did you see the look on 
that girl’s face, back at the shop, when she saw our car? I swear she was laughing at us. 
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Bloody bitch, she must have thought we were idiots driving all the way out here.’ 
 ‘Come on, let’s find these cave paintings.’ 
 We drove along the road, the surface became looser and looser. Soon we came 
across a couple of porta-loos standing in front of some rocky sandstone outcrops. 
 ‘What are toilets doing out here?’  
 ‘Maybe this is it.’ 
 ‘Good, I’m dying to go.’ 
 As I waited for Mum, I climbed on the rocks looking for an opening for a cave. 
Graffiti was carved all over the rocks.  
 ‘Any sign of a cave?’ Mum said. 
 ‘No, none.’ 
 ‘Great.’ 
 Together, we clambered all over the area, reading the words scratched in by 
tourists.  
 ‘Who cares that “John was here”? Where the hell are the Aboriginal drawings?’ 
said Mum. 
 We learned later that the site, Gray Rock, had been an early colonial Cobb and Co. 
resting point, back when stagecoaches were the only form of transportation out west, but 
at the time we couldn’t have cared less. Early white settler history didn’t interest Mum at 
this point, she wanted to see the ancient paintings. 
 ‘Should we keep going?’ I said. My enthusiasm had waned. 
 ‘No, we should probably head back. The girl back at the store wasn’t too clear 
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about how far away these paintings are. She probably had no bloody idea, and I really 
don’t want to come across any more kangaroos out here.’  
 The round trip to Aramac took us about three hours, and we drove back to the 
Longreach motel dejected and tired. Mum had been freaking out that we wouldn’t make it 
back before nightfall, and was afraid that every kangaroo in Australia would be lining up 
to jump in our path. Almost in apology, the twilight sky put on a majestic display. Fairy 
floss pink, peach and lavender clouds began to daub the horizon, changing to tangerine 
and regal purple as we sped along the highway. Crimson light flamed across the sky, as 
we drove into our parking space in front of the motel room. Mum sighed heavily as she 
turned off the ignition. We had made it back without hitting any more wild life. The next 
day we set off for Winton. 
 The landscape became even more arid the further we drove deeper into central 
Queensland. Beige grass was replaced by tufts of vegetation strewn sparsely over 
hardened copper earth. Winton is where our unofficial national anthem, “Waltzing 
Matilda” was first written by Banjo Paterson.  
 ‘The first public performance of Waltzing Matilda was at the local pub here in 
Winton. It’s called The North Gregory Hotel,’ Mum stated, reading from one of the 
tourist brochures she’d found at reception. ‘Well, it’s not the same hotel. Apparently, the 
original was burnt down, but they rebuilt it on the same site. We have to have dinner 
there.’ 
 The shower stank like rotten eggs. Winton’s water comes from kilometres 
underneath the earth in the Great Artesian Basin, one of the largest underground basins in 
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the world, and the sulphur makes it smell putrid. I tried not to gag as the water poured 
over me. 
 ‘This water stinks,’ I yelled out. 
 ‘It’s supposed to be really pure according to this brochure,’ said Mum. 
 ‘Pure? It’s disgusting.’ 
 The streets were quiet as we passed the quaint shops displaying their wares. The 
pub was ablaze with lights, drawing the locals and visitors in like moths. The bar was 
crowded, and we had to weave in and out of people as we made our way to the bar to 
order.   
 Dinner was bangers and mash. ‘How Australian!’ Mum gushed, as she picked up 
her beer and took a mouthful.  
 ‘Did you hear that guy up at the bar?’ Mum said. She was looking back over her 
shoulder at the guy serving beer to a man whose skin looked like smooth, polished 
leather. 
 ‘No, what did he say?’ I said, as I piled the creamy mashed potato onto my fork. 
 ‘Well, he obviously saw that you were with me, and he said, “It must be hard 
having a daughter.” Just like that. He wasn’t leering at you or anything. He just looked 
me straight in the face as he was giving me back the change and said it, like he 
understood.’ She gazed off. ‘He must only be about seventeen or eighteen. So young. 
How did he know?’ she asked, staring at me, frowning. 
 Later, as we strolled back to the motel room, a middle-aged, jean-clad man 
approached us. ‘Get some clothes on,’ he growled, his face largely hidden beneath his 
  
 
	
Page 78 	
Akubra. 
 We turned to each other, and I felt a shot of adrenaline coursed through me. 
  ‘Let’s run,’ said Mum. 
 We made it back to the motel panting. We laughed nervously as Mum fumbled for 
the keys, and shut the door firmly behind us.  
 We set off early the next day for Combo Billabong, the site where the jolly 
swagman was said to have drowned in the famous bush ballad. Even in the middle of 
winter the days were still warm. We had to travel along another dirt road to the site, but 
this one was clear of any bush, so if an animal was heading our way we could see it 
coming.  
 ‘Do you want to have a go at driving?’ Mum said. 
 ‘Yeah, okay.’ 
 We climbed out of the car and switched sides.  
  She jumped into the passenger seat and clutched my arm, shaking it vigorously. 
‘Your first time driving!’ 
 ‘Yep.’ I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I’d already driven a few times now in 
Rednut’s car. This was another one of Mum’s milestone moments, and I didn’t want to 
spoil it for her. My driving skills were just as bad as my previous attempts, and I bunny-
hopped the car before stopping with a series of jerks. 
 The billabong was the same viscous caramel that sat in the creek in Moranbah. The 
surface was dappled with shade from the overhanging trees that graced its bank. Soft 
ripples formed on the surface and glimpses of light burst through the trees, haphazardly 
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throwing gleaming swords across the water. We walked through the bush until we came 
across a sign displaying the first verse of Waltzing Matilda.  
  
          “Once a jolly swagman camped by a billabong 
           Under the shade of a coolibah tree, 
           And he sang as he watched and waited till his billy boiled 
          ‘You'll come a-Waltzing Matilda, with me’” 
 
 ‘Come on, let’s sing it,’ said Mum. 
 Mum is so embarrassing, but her child-like enthusiasm was infectious. Sometimes I 
wondered who the real kid was. Her or me? 
 We stood, arms draped around each other, swaying side to side, proudly patriotic as 
we bounded out the well-worn tune. Our voices pierced the peaceful atmosphere.  
 It is easy to see how the myths about the country began. Living out here would be 
difficult, even now, with floods and drought. The trip out west made me realise that 
Moranbah is not the country. It is too slick, too knowing, too confident. The people are 
safe and secure, cocooned in their wealth as they crack open the land like a treasure box 
filled with gold. 
        *  
 The end of winter in Moranbah sets the temperature at around thirty degrees. The 
sports carnival was held on another hot, cloudless day. Students arrived in their house 
colours of red, blue, yellow or green. The Year Eights and Twelves were the most 
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excited. For the Year Eights it was their first high school sports day, and they were still 
keen to participate; for the Year Twelves it was their last, and even those who hadn’t 
been to any carnivals since they had started high school, turned out in a last ditch effort to 
foster good ol’ team spirit.  
 Jacinta and two of her friends, Emma and Taylor, were dropped off at the front 
gate by a guy in a blue Triton Ute. He had already driven by the school oval twice, music 
blasting. He screeched to a halt and the girls tumbled out wearing short skirts, police 
caps, and aviator sunglasses. Jacinta closed the door then leaned back in through the 
window. The guy smiled widely at something she said, shaking his head. He got out of 
the car and walked over to her, grabbing her backside as he kissed her on the mouth. He 
looked at least thirty. 
 ‘Jacinta, get in the gate,’ said Mrs Roberts. ‘You’re late.’  
 ‘Coming Miss,’ she said. The girls giggled as they sashayed in the front gate, 
handcuffs, which were attached to their belts, dangled alongside their hips. Toy pistols 
jutted out at their waists. Four more girls turned up in police uniforms and the gang was 
complete.  They stood together, them against the rest of the school. They thought they 
were friends. 
 ‘Hey look, it’s the mole patrol,’ Troy said.  
 ‘Any excuse to dress like a slut,’ said Ashlee.  
 ‘Ha, yeah. Why aren’t you two dressed as cops, you’re blue aren’t ya?’ said 
Troy. 
 The fact was we were never privy to the girls’ idea of wearing matching outfits. 
  
 
	
Page 81 	
We weren’t deemed hot enough, or cool enough, to be part of their group, and so were 
deliberately excluded. 
 Melanie was pumped for the carnival. Her uncle, the local football hero, had 
played in England when he was young. She thought she had to honour the family name.  
Moranbah: exporter of coal and footballers, a town to be reckoned with. She had already 
competed in the fifteen hundred and eight hundred metre events the day before and came 
first. She had put her name down for every single event, in an effort to win Age 
Champion. Mr Kerr was calling out the names for the one hundred metres over the 
microphone and Melanie jumped up. ‘Let’s go.’  
 Jacinta was already there. ‘Sir, can you hold my pistol please?’ she said, tilting 
her head to one side and smiling, as she gazed coyly up at him. 
 ‘Just put it over there on the ground, Jacinta,’ Mr Kerr said.  
 ‘Righto,’ she replied, bending over right in front of him to place it on the 
ground. He looked down at his clip board, but not before he checked out her arse. His 
knuckles whitened as he clutched the microphone. 
 The starting gun cracked and the Under Fifteen girls ran.  
 ‘I’m so nervous,’ said Melanie, shaking her hands at her side. 
 ‘Okay, girls, up on the starting line,’ said Mr Kerr. 
 We all stood ready, waiting for the gun. 
 Jacinta stared ahead, shaking her hands at her side, in the zone. 
             The gun went off and I almost slipped over straight away. Great start. Jacinta 
and Melanie were just ahead of me and so close together that I couldn’t make out who 
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was winning. I ended up coming third. I was pleased with that; it meant I’d get a place in 
the relay team. 
      * 
 The young first and second year teachers flocked around the Year Twelves, 
drawn to the glistening bodies they proudly showed off as they hurled a shot put, or 
spliced a discus through the air. David’s pale skin was shimmering with sweat and he 
stood like an ancient Greek ivory statue. He looked over at Miss Hogan and Miss Young, 
two first year teachers, and gave them a wink as he thrust forward the shot put.  
’10.6 metres. A great throw, David,’ Mr Barnes said, slapping him on the back. ‘I think 
that might’ve beaten the record.  Well done.’   
 Two first year female teachers, wearing skimpy shorts and singlets, clapped and 
cheered. Would two male teachers stand around ogling students so openly? Not likely. 
They’re not that stupid. They know their every movement is scrutinised.  
 ‘Get a load of Hogan and Young would you?’ Ashlee said. ‘Bloody moles, 
they’re having a good perv, aren’t they?’  
 ‘Looks like it,’ I said. I remembered something Ashlee had mentioned the other 
day about one of the Manual Arts teachers.  
 ‘You know Mr Walters? He turned around to me in class today and asked me 
who I rode on the weekend,’ she had said. ‘Can you believe that?’ 
 ‘What? Oh my god, that’s disgusting. He can’t say things like that to you,’ I 
said. 
 ‘Yeah, well, he did. It was so embarrassing. Dirty fucken perv, as if I’d tell him,’ 
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she said, as she tossed her long, dark hair over her shoulder. 
 The male teachers in Moranbah were sucked into the Wild West mentality. 
Anything went. Women were either whores or Madonnas.  
 Last week in Modern History we were reading an article with a quote from a 
book called Damned Whores and God’s Police that Miss Hogan had mentioned in class. 
When the first whites spilled onto the terra nullius the female convicts were thought of as 
either lowlife prostitutes or keepers of the peace. The Good Woman was needed to keep 
their men in line. Things haven’t changed much. 
 A few of the PE boys had married the young teachers before the end of their 
second year of country service. They seemed to gravitate to the mousey, anally retentive 
teachers; though Mum told me they could be seen living it up with the more voracious 
fun-loving teachers out at The Nugget or The Workers, while the wives and girlfriends 
sat at home. Here women play their role superbly: stay-at-home mum, or raging 
nymphomaniac. They were too afraid to even try to escape the molds society had 
determined they should fit.  
 The seniors came around to gather up students for the relays, all wanting their 
house to win, they enthusiastically egged on the Year Eights, pleading and cajoling with 
them in an attempt to whip them into frenzy. Some of the boys were psyched up by the 
hype and seemed to believe that if they won the school trophy it would have been all 
because of their efforts in the relay, the last race of the day. Their faces coated in their 
tribal colours they strode forward like warriors ready to defend their team and claim their 
prize.  
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 ‘Come on, join in, ya slackers. Come on, we only need six more points to win. 
Do it for the team. Come on,’ the sport captains yelled at us.  
              I walked over to Jacinta who was beckoning wildly to Emma and Taylor. 
 ‘Umm, where do you want me to run Jacinta?’ I asked. 
 ‘You? You aren’t running.’ She looked at me like I’d just suggested we run the 
relay nude.  
 ‘Oh, I thought I’d be in it. I came third in the hundred metres,’ I added feebly.  
‘No way. Sorry, but we’ve had the same team since Year Eight. It’s tradition. Emma, 
Taylor, Miranda, and me. We always run in the relay.’  
 She stared at me for a second, daring me to argue. I said nothing. What could I 
say?  
 ‘Move it you lot,’ she yelled as the three of them hurried over, Emma scoffing 
the last mouthful of her burger.  
 They came last. The other teams beat them by miles. Good. Cows. Though, of 
course, they didn’t really care. They had run the race without me and my exclusion was 
paramount. So, even though they didn’t win, they had beaten me. 
* 
 ‘I need to get a pregnancy test. I think I might pregnant,’ Katie said.  
 ‘Aren’t you on the Pill?’ I asked in disbelief.  
 I had heard from the boys that it had been another big weekend for her.  
 ‘No, I don’t want to go on the Pill. It makes you fat.’ 
 I stood gaping. I wondered if she had any idea who the father might be if she 
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actually was pregnant. Katie was developing a bad reputation. There were rumours that 
she had had sex and was fingered by three different guys at one party.  I’d heard a group 
of girls in Maths sniggering about her. Her reply to the vicious accusations was, ‘No, I 
was fingered by three, but I only actually had sex with one’. But it wasn’t said with 
Jacinta’s bravado. Katie didn’t think what she did was slutty, and in trying to justify her 
behaviour, she just made herself look stupid. 
 ‘Okay, yeah, I’ll come up town,’ I said. 
 Her face was a sickly white, even under the heavy layer of makeup. She 
certainly didn’t look pregnant. She was very thin, probably because she never ate at lunch 
time, always saying she wasn’t hungry.  
 When we got to the town square she walked straight past the chemist. ‘Aren’t we 
going in there?’ I said. 
 ‘Oh no, I’ll get it from Coles, that way I don’t have to ask. There’s less of a 
chance we’ll be seen as well.’ 
 We picked out the test as quickly as we could. Thank God we saw no-one we 
knew.  
 ‘Oh, let’s go into the jewellery store,’ she said, as we approached the shop. 
 The shop window glittered with beautiful rings and necklaces. ‘Aren’t those 
rings beautiful?’ she said. ‘I’d love to be married.’ She cast her eyes over to the huge 
miner standing at the counter. 
 I smiled weakly, unable to look at her. All the girls in Moranbah dreamed of 
marrying a rich miner. Some guy willing to carry them off into the sunset. 
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 We entered the store and the miner, still dressed in his filthy orange work 
overalls, was looking at an array of earrings. He leant on the counter, hunched over the 
glittering jewellery. A pretty blonde girl stood behind the counter, grimacing every now 
and then when his hands reached out to touch a piece of glittering jewellery. When he 
looked up she smiled at him reassuringly, ‘Oh yes, I’m sure she’d love those, they only 
came in a few weeks ago. Everyone who comes into the store says how gorgeous they 
are. I want a pair for myself. Your girlfriend would love them. They’re rose gold.’  
 ‘Yeah, I bet she would,’ he said, never taking his eyes off the girl’s cleavage. 
His hands and clothes were covered in black grease, and his pale, watery, blue eyes stood 
out vividly. I don’t know why they didn’t shower before they went out. It’s like they 
wanted everyone to know that they were workers, real men. They’re tough, they get down 
and dirty. They’re trying to prove something to themselves and everyone else. I’m a 
working class man, only I earn a fortune. He smeared his hands over the counter, 
showing everyone what his hard labour had earned him: power and wealth.  
 ‘I’ll take them’, he said. He turned and looked at us. His eyes lingered on Katie’s 
legs in her short school skirt. He adjusted his crotch, his eyes turning to me. I looked 
away.  
 As we stood there, two women clothed in gold jewellery entered the store. 
 ‘Yeah, well, apparently he’s marrying her,’ one of them said.  
 ‘Really?  How old is he?’ 
 ‘He’d have to be about fifty-seven.’ 
 ‘And she’s, what? Nineteen? 
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 ‘If that.’ 
 ‘This town is going to be overrun with bloody Filipinos soon.’ 
 ‘Yeah, I know, it’s getting ridiculous.’  
 There was a shortage of women in Moranbah. That’s why the older men always 
went for younger girls. At school, girls in Year Eight went out with guys in Year Twelve. 
Here it was considered normal. In Brisbane it was considered paedophilia. The hunt to 
find a woman was fierce. Even the Mount Isa Mayor had issued a declaration that all ugly 
chicks should head to Central Queensland mining towns because they would be sure to 
get a bloke. Mount Isa was twice the size of Moranbah, so the situation here was dire.  A 
lot of blokes just gave up, and took the easy option: a Filipino bride, or Adult 
Matchmaker. A guy at school, Tom, was Filipino; he was really smart at Maths and 
wanted to be an engineer. We got along really well. I hated hearing racist comments like 
the ones those stuck-up bitches said. 
 ‘Let’s go get some donuts,’ I said. 
 ‘Umm no, I better be getting back home,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to take the test,’ she 
said, as if she suddenly remembered.  
 ‘Okay, see you tomorrow, good luck,’ I said.  
 She smiled broadly and I wondered what “good luck’ would mean to her, 
finding out she was pregnant, or not? 
 I decided to go straight home. As I was heading out the door, a girl with a baby 
in a pram, and a toddler walking four steps behind, was heading inside. She didn’t look 
much older than me. The child was screaming, its face blotchy and red, covered in tears 
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and snot. ‘Yeah, I hate my life too,’ said the young mum, as she walked by. 
 Katie wasn’t pregnant. She seemed disappointed, and the false alarm didn’t stop 
her from continuing to have unprotected sex with numerous guys. I think it gave her 
drama, a thrill, each time she thought, God, I might get pregnant. It relieved the boredom, 
and gave her something exciting, dangerous to think about. If the boys played Russian 
roulette on the streets in their hotted up cars, the girls played it with their bodies. They 
risked everything — pregnancy, STDs, rape. Sex became risky, exciting, because in 
reality it was dull, mechanical, and left them feeling empty and alone. They had to spice 
it up somehow. 
* 
 The rodeo occurred once every year. Before Moranbah was a mining town it was 
cattle country and quite a few of the kids at school still lived on properties located just 
outside it. After living here a few months, I could pick the difference. Property kids were 
quieter; they didn’t have any of the brassy arrogance that let you know you were talking 
to a miner’s kid. They lived on the margins. They relied on the land, and the land could 
be unforgiving. It battered the farmers. If it didn’t rain, the cattle would die, and their 
income would be gone. They couldn’t go on strike for more pay. They weren’t as 
cocksure as the miners’ kids. The rodeo was their time to shine. 
 The smell of manure and hay wafted up the hill. The town was out in full force.  
Barefoot little kids with dirty, smudged faces were chasing each other, screaming and  
squealing with delight. Women sat on the grass, clustered in groups, gossiping, casting a 
glance now and then at their children as they played nearby, while also trying to keep an 
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eye on their men who never moved from the bar. Older miners, worn down from years of 
shift work, sat at one end of the bar, their watery eyes stared out blankly from behind 
mournful faces.  
              The younger crowd stood at the other end of the bar, rowdy with alcohol fueled 
laughter and conversation. Year Twelve students were amongst them, openly sculling 
back beers. The girls were wearing tight jeans or short skirts, and already looked 
unsteady on their feet. Laughter was loud and raucous. I saw Miss Hogan with her arm 
draped around David’s shoulder. She was leaning in close, whispering something in his 
ear. As she pulled away, laughing, she caught my eye. She looked startled for a moment, 
but then tilted her chin in the air and stared at me. David turned around and saw me, then 
turned back to Miss Hogan, putting a casual hand on her hip. She turned back to face 
him, their bodies almost touching. No-one around them seemed to notice. 
 ‘What time do you have to be home?’ I asked Katie. 
 ‘By twelve o’clock.’ 
 ‘Oh.’ There was no way I was going to leave that early. 
 ‘Look, there’s Slimbo, Troy, and Alan.’ 
 ‘Yeah, I know, but Emma is around someplace and if she sees you talking to 
Alan, she’ll smash your face in.’ 
 I nodded. Once again, competition was fierce. They learnt from their mothers, or 
older sisters: hold onto your man. They were women who were worn down by the effort 
of having to constantly pander to the needs of their men. And if they didn’t? Well, there 
were plenty of other women waiting on the sidelines ready to make their move, if they 
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hadn’t already. 
 A girl, who looked about twelve, walked past wearing a T shirt that said, “I’m 
single. You’re loaded”.  Like a Brother’s Grimm fairytale, little girls dreamt of marrying 
a prince who sits high atop a truck, or dragline. He would notice them out of the hundreds 
of other girls who also had their hopes pinned on meeting the man of their dreams. 
Unfortunately, in Moranbah the “dream” often soured and the women were left battered 
and beaten, lonely and isolated, or else they met another Prince Charming who’d pop in 
and pay them a visit while their husband was plundering the mine. There was a joke 
around town that when a woman’s partner was at work, and they wanted some 
“company”, they put a packet of OMO washing powder out on the veranda, or doorstep, 
for men to see as they drove by. OMO: “Old Man Out”. 
  Shattering glass stung the night air and I looked back towards the bar. Anna, a 
girl in Year Twelve, stood motionless, staring at the chunks of glass at her feet. Her 
friends quickly gathered around picking up the pieces. She began to cry, her whole body 
shaking. Another girl helped her sit down in a nearby seat, where she continued to sob as 
she held her head in her hands. The crowd moved away, creating a semi-circular space 
around her.   
 Last weekend, Anna, was babysitting a neighbour’s child. She stood at the 
kitchen window, washing some dishes and when she looked out she saw the next door 
neighbour hanging from a tree in broad daylight. He was dead by the time she reached 
him. One of the teachers had told Mum that he had been taunted by a mate at work who 
had been having an affair with his wife. He’d go in bragging about the different positions 
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they had had sex in.  
 The young teachers were out in full force. There weren’t many social events in 
the town so they took  every opportunity to have fun, which usually meant getting blind 
drunk. I saw Mum sitting with some of the teachers from her staffroom, and a friend of 
hers who taught at the child care centre. I caught her eye and she gave me a wave. Katie 
and I walked over to a stall selling soft drinks, and standing nearby were a group of the 
popular girls. Jacinta was wearing a low cut t-shirt revealing a cleavage that she didn’t 
possess. This was something she was going to remedy though, or so she told everyone 
within earshot one night when she was drunk at a party. ‘I'm gunna land a miner, and 
then I’m gunna get him to pay for a boob job,’ she’d screeched, clutching both breasts as 
she posed for a photo with Emma. 
 All the girls in the group were eyeing each other off suspiciously, each 
considering who had the nicest eyes, the best legs, and the clearest skin. Who would the 
guys notice? Who would catch their prince? 
 Suddenly, I was pushed from behind and I stumbled forward, losing my balance. 
I turned around, thinking it was someone pulling a joke, and saw Emma smirking at me 
as Taylor said, ‘Oh, a pity about that.’  
 I could feel my face flush with embarrassment. Pain, beginning in my ankle, 
shot up my leg. I felt tears prick my eyes. Katie stood with her head cast down and even 
Nathanial who had stopped to say hello, stood by and said nothing.  It didn’t affect them, 
so it didn’t matter.  
 Down in the arena four kids were taking part in a macabre competition. The 
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cowboys would yell, ‘Bang’, as they held up a toy gun, pretending to shoot, and the boys 
would fall over. The winner was whoever could play dead the best. One kid had his legs 
kicking spasmodically in the air, like Louie the fly, for about two minutes before he 
finally lay still. The crowd clapped and cheered. The small children left the arena, and the 
real cowboys jolting backwards and forwards on horseback bolted in through the 
unlatched gate. 
 A horse in the rodeo broke its leg, and had to be taken around the back of the 
arena and shot.  One minute the cowboy’s body was swinging wildly, the horse bucking 
madly, and the next minute the horse collapsed. The atmosphere changed as the crowd sat 
not knowing exactly what was going on.  
 It reminded me of when the emergency sirens could be heard at school as we sat 
in class. In Moranbah you can’t see the mines from town; it isn’t like Mount Isa, where 
their dark shadows loom menacingly over the streets. In Moranbah it is easy to forget that 
you’re in a mining town, but when the shrill scream of the sirens shreds the air, the fear 
on the students’ faces is clear. It was the only time they ever seemed to feel doubt or 
insecurity. Their arrogance snuffed out. 
   We sat on the slope in silence, waiting for an announcement; the air was filled 
with expectation. But nothing happened. Minutes ticked on, and still nothing was said. 
Almost an hour later, the horse was placed on a canvas sheet and carried by four men 
around the back. The events stopped, and the only thing to do was drink. It was only later 
that I heard it had been shot. Though I thought it would be gossiped about incessantly, 
people shied away from talking about the incident. 
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 We left the rodeo together: Slim, Troy and me. Most people had already gone. 
Mum had caught the booze bus home a while before. A few couples lingered leaning 
against trees groping each other in the dark. A Year Ten boy was spewing as he leaned 
over the wire fence. Going home on the booze bus, the same boy tried to vomit out the 
window, but most of it landed inside. The smell permeated the bus, and I started to gag. 
 ‘Let’s get off. I’d rather walk home, than put up with this smell,’ I said. 
 ‘Fuck yeah,’ said Troy. 
 ‘Oh, shit,’ I said, as I nearly fell in the gutter. 
 ‘Have you got any beer left, Troy?’ Slim asked. 
 ‘Nuh. Rusty took the last one. Who’s that over there?’ said Troy. 
I looked over and made out the figures of Jacinta, Taylor and Emma, emerging from the 
darkness on the other side of the road as they entered the light of the street lamp. 
I could see Jacinta turn and say something that I couldn’t make out to the others, and she 
began to meander over to our side of the road, clearly drunk, as she was most weekends. 
She had recently been kicked out of home, and was living in emergency housing in the 
main street of town just, down from the school. It was filled with women whose husbands 
had beaten them up so badly they had no choice but to leave. 
            Unlike the other girls at school, I always knew where I stood with Jacinta. She 
never hesitated to tell me what she thought; she was up front and in my face, and that was 
where she’d stood then, right in my face. She looked at me menacingly and I knew I was 
in trouble. 
 ‘So Jade,’ she said, ‘I hear you called us sluts.’ She tilted her head towards her 
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friends for confirmation of the fact.  
 ‘Yeah, that’s what we heard,’ said Emma. 
 That week at school I had referred to the popular group as sluts to Ainsley. 
She’d obviously told them. I should never have trusted her. 
 ‘I wasn’t talking about you, Jacinta,’ I said. ‘I was just generalising.’ 
 ‘Generalising,’ she slurred. ‘What the fuck does that mean?’ 
 ‘I didn’t mean you, specifically.’ 
 ‘Oh yeah, then who’d you mean then? You didn’t mean Emma here, did ya?’ 
she said, as she clumsily put her arm around her friend, pulling her towards her.  
 ‘No, I didn’t,’ I said. 
 Taylor moved towards me. ‘Did ya mean me, then?’ 
 ‘No, I didn’t mean any of you,’ I said. 
 ‘Good. Cause you’re the slut, not us, right,’ Jacinta said, shoving me in the 
chest. Hard. I lurched backwards. 
            Troy moved to stand in between us. 
 ‘Piss off Jacinta’, said Rusty, ‘Leave her alone.’ 
 She turned back to Taylor and Emma, who stood ready to back her up if 
necessary. 
 ‘Let’s go,’ she said.  
 ‘Yeah, see ya later, skank,’ Emma said. Then she spat in my face. 
 The sound of their laughter could be heard as they stumbled up the street. 
 The next day the school was buzzing with the news that Miss Hogan had been 
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punched in the face by a miner’s girlfriend at the rodeo. She didn’t come to school for a 
whole week, and when she did the bruise on her face was still noticeable underneath her 
make-up. 
* 
 Once a week we had a pastoral care lesson in the library. The lessons were 
usually related to study habits or the work force. They were always boring. We usually 
filled out booklets on study skills, and completed surveys on what we wanted to be when 
we left school, and what our personality traits were. At the end of term the school 
organised a series of guest speakers. The first guest was a representative from the mines. 
He stood with his arms folded, legs apart, wearing his miner’s uniform. His eyes scanned 
the room, surveying the potential. He was there to talk about apprenticeships, and the 
money we’d be raking in if we went to work for them.  
 Most of the students had fathers and brothers who were diesel fitters, leckies, or 
drag line operators, so they all knew they were paid a fortune. Even the guys who work in 
the mines handing out boots to other workers got paid about eighty thousand dollars a 
year. He didn’t really have to work too hard to sell a job in the mines. It was what every 
male in the room wanted, including some of the male teachers. Everyone knew that a job 
in the mines guaranteed you money, cars, and girls.  
 The men worked like machines for twelve hours a day to plunder the 
environment and their wives spent their money ostentatiously. Get and spend, get and 
spend. Mindless consumption is something that people from Moranbah are really good at. 
They’re like worker ants. Working for the man; chained to capitalism and the lure of 
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money that enticed them to Moranbah in the first place. They remained trapped in a web 
of greed.  
 Mum was always telling me about students who would swing on the backs of 
their chairs, asking sardonically, ‘Why would anyone in their right mind go to uni, when 
you get paid a fortune to drive a truck in the mines?’ 
  In Moranbah you lived in the moment. Though they clearly enjoyed their wealth, 
they were trapped by the very consumer goods that promised them an everlasting supply 
of fun-filled moments. They all wanted to escape the town, escape the oppressive heat 
that ground them into the dust, and escape from the people they’d known since before 
they could walk. When things become too tedious, they just bought another jet ski. 
Moranbah was fucked up. 
           ‘Working in the mines is a tremendous opportunity,’ the miner droned on. ‘You’ll 
be surrounded by coal,’ he said, spreading his arms wide like an Evangelical minister 
speaking to his flock.  
 I’d just finished Hard Times, a novel by Charles Dickens, written in the 
nineteenth century. It is set in a coal mining town called “Coketown”. There is a line in 
the novel when a blustering fool is going on about how great the mines are, and how 
fantastic they are to work in: “It’s the pleasantest work there is, and it’s the lightest work 
there is, and it’s the best paid work there is.” Well, it’s certainly well paid. Don’t know 
about pleasant.  
 All the boys were giving this guy more attention than they would ever give their 
teachers. Everyone had glazed, dream-like expressions: the boys fantasising about the 
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souped-up cars they would buy, and the girls trying to determine who would have the 
best future prospects. Some of the teachers looked on, aghast, others turned to each other 
with raised eyebrows, as if to say, ‘We’re in the wrong job, mate.’ I was simply bored. 
No way was I going to work in the mines, as soon as I finished school, I was out of here. 
  The next week we had sex education lessons as part of the Pastoral Care 
Program. We were split into two groups: boys and girls. Our special guest was Jasmine, 
the fifteen year old student who had just had a baby. She brought him to school, in a 
bizarre show-and-tell session. Mrs Jacobs stood beside her and they beamed proudly as 
they showed off the newborn. Some girls jumped out of their seats straight away, and ran 
over to her squealing. It was Jasmine’s moment. Girls were cooing and gaping as the 
baby slept snugly in the blanket. All I could see was a mass of dark hair. I’m not sure 
what the aim of the “presentation” was. Maybe we were meant to be enthralled and run 
out and bonk the first guy who came along so we too could have one, or maybe we were 
meant to be repelled. I was just confused. Mum was a single mother. It wasn’t glamorous. 
It was hell. She told me so. Often.  
 ‘Hah, they should get me to do the follow-up show,’ Mum said, when I told her 
about the guest speaker. ‘That would set them straight. I could tell them what it’s like 
fifteen years down the track, no money, no boyfriend, no life. All the sacrifices you have 
to make if you want money, a good job, and an education.’ 
 Yeah, yeah, I know, Mum. I ruined your life. You’ve told me a thousand times, 
how hard it is on your own, how hard you had to work to become a teacher. 
 ‘Yeah, it was really weird. She was made to look like some kind of celebrity, but 
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everyone thinks she’s a slut,’ I said. 
 ‘Was it meant to put you off? You know, like a warning or something?’ 
 ‘Um, no. I don’t think so. Everyone just raved on about how cute he was and 
Jasmine just stood there. She didn’t say anything.’   
 ‘They could have used that as an opportunity to bring up some facts about 
contraception and STDs, get you kids to learn something useful.’ 
  ‘Yeah, they probably should have,’ I said. ‘At least it would have been a bit 
more realistic. Half the girls in the school are going to go out now and try and get 
themselves pregnant.’  
 Like Katie. 
* 
 Mum bought me a four pack of Cruisers and I couldn’t wait to go to Clinton 
Davidson’s party. Clinton was the newest guy in town, and he was trying to become 
popular by having a big open house. He had sandy hair, blue eyes, was a self-confessed 
skater boy. He hailed from Miami on the Gold Coast, though he would always allow 
people to assume he meant Miami in America. He could quote whole episodes of The 
Simpsons and South Park off by heart, which, after three weeks, was already becoming 
increasingly annoying.  
 Ainsley came around to my place at seven-thirty that night and I had already had 
a cruiser. It was my first party since I had turned sixteen and I wanted this night to be 
great. Everyone was going. Ainsley had two four packs of cruisers. Her parents, like most 
parents in the town, didn’t worry about her drinking. Everyone drank, as I said, there was 
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nothing else to do. Ainsley and I still didn’t sit together at lunch, but we had become 
friends over school work. She’d punched a girl a few weeks before who ‘stole’ her Legal 
Studies idea, and was given a three day suspension. She was fiercely competitive, but I 
think she went by the adage, keep your friends close and your enemies closer. For her it 
wasn’t about guys, it was all about marks. If she wasn’t the prettiest, or the most popular, 
she wanted to be the smartest.  
 Mum dropped us off at about eight-thirty and there was already a large crowd 
spilling out onto the footpath. The patio was ablaze with lights and music was thumping.  
 ‘I’ll pick you up at one o’clock, Jade. Make sure you’re ready.’ 
 ‘Yeah Mum.’ My usual time to be home was midnight, but I had conned Mum 
into letting me stay out a bit later. It was going to be a big night. 
 As soon as we were in Clinton’s front yard, and Mum’s car had rounded the 
corner, I opened up another cruiser and started sculling. I hid the other two in Ainsley’s 
cooler bag. I didn’t want anyone to see that I had only brought a four-pack.  
 As we walked up onto the veranda, a group of Year Twelve girls looked me up 
and down, before spinning around to catch the reaction of the boys standing behind them. 
I felt a thrill of power, though my insides felt like jelly. This was the first open party I had 
been to, and there was going to be lots of older apprentices there. 
 ‘Hey, there’s Jack,’ said Ainsley. That was the good thing about Ainsley, she 
was effervescent and could talk to everyone. Guys didn’t try to get on to her, but she 
didn’t seem to want them to. She just wanted to talk. She loved being at the centre of 
conversations. Guys wouldn’t normally have much to do with her, but when she was with 
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me, she had an audience. She could be loud and annoying. She was adamant in her 
opinions, and had to be right. The popular girls bitched about her behind her back, but she 
didn’t care. She was a teacher’s daughter, but she was also a miner’s daughter, and that 
allowed her to be part of the inner sanctum.  
 My father hadn’t contacted me since we’d moved. He didn’t work in the mines 
so I wasn’t part of the ‘in’ crowd. In Moranbah it didn’t matter what kind of an arsehole 
your old man was, so long as he lived in town, and came home after every shift with a 
bulging pay packet, then they’d be treated like heroes. 
 I could feel eyes on me, and I felt self-conscious. I needed more alcohol. The 
sweet taste of the cruiser was like soft drink. I gulped it down. 
 ‘Hey, what’s ya name?’ said a guy with short, cropped dark hair. 
 ‘Jade,’ I said.  
 ‘Hey, I’m Anthony.’ 
 ‘Hi,’ I said. He kept staring at me, not saying anything. I was about to walk 
away, when Ainsley appeared out of nowhere to stand beside me. 
 ‘Hi Anthony,’ she said. 
 ‘Hi,’ he replied, never taking his eyes from me. 
 ‘Jade, come round the back, Jack’s got heaps more piss,’ Ainsley said.  
 ‘Yeah, okay,’ I said, relieved to get away from his gaze. 
 Jenni, one of the girls a year above me, and a friend of David’s, came up to me. 
 ‘Anthony’s pretty cute, huh? You should go for it,’ she said. 
 She hadn’t spoken to me before, in fact, she was one of the one’s who gave me 
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filthy looks after I broke up with David. Now, because I had a hot guy talking to me, I 
was a threat. I could see girls staring at me; their squinting eyes surveyed me, trying to 
detect what it was the guys saw in me. I finished off my Cruisers and I started to feel 
tipsy. I knocked over a glass as I was walking to the toilet.  
 ‘Watch it, you stupid fucking bitch,’ said a girl with huge tits and a red g-string 
showing at the back of her jeans. I didn’t know the girl; she looked older and had 
probably been out of school a few years. She glared at me menacingly.  
 ‘Ssorry,’ I stuttered. 
 ‘Hey Jade,’ Katie yelled. Four boys were sitting near where she stood, one of 
them was the guy who introduced himself as Anthony. 
 ‘Hi Katie,’ I said.  
  I walked over to them. The boys smelt of beer, smokes, and stale sweat. 
 ‘Hey, introduce us to your friend, Katie,’ said one of them. 
 ‘Jade, this is Wade, Tom, Pete and Anthony.’ 
 I felt an arm around my waist and turned to Anthony, as he pulled me in close. 
 ‘You know Katie, do ya?’ Anthony said.  
 ‘Yeah. We go to school together.’ 
 ‘Right,’ he said. The boys looked at each other with half-smirks, but Katie didn’t 
seem to notice. 
  ‘Jade, let’s get another drink?’ Katie said. 
 ‘Sure, why not?’ I said. 
 We walked over to one of the eskies and grabbed a couple of vodka cruisers. 
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 ‘Anthony is gorgeous, don’t ya reckon?’ she said, glancing back longingly in the 
boys’ direction.  
 ‘Yeah, he’s hot,’ I said. 
 ‘He thinks the same about you, obviously.’ 
 I didn’t say anything to Katie, but I had seen Anthony at another party. Four 
times that night he had sent a girl over to convince me to talk to him. She kept saying 
what a really nice guy he was and how he really liked me. She was doing him a favour in 
the hope he’d notice her. Not that I realised it at the time. He had kept grabbing my butt 
every time I walked past him. In the end, I yelled at him to leave me alone.       
 ‘Let’s go sit on the veranda out the front,’ said Katie.  
 ‘Okay,’ I said.  
 We sat down on a couch, avoiding the beer bottles and glasses scattered 
everywhere. Steve stood up and took his chair to the edge of the veranda. Steve had 
dumped Melanie a while ago, because, he told everyone, she wouldn’t ‘put out’.  He was 
already drunk on beer, and was now getting paralytic on rum. He picked up a bottle and 
took a swig. He chucked the bottle beside Katie on the couch. With a big run up he slid 
across the length of the verandah on a chair, crashing into people and smashing two 
glasses.  
 ‘What the fuck are ya doing?’ yelled a guy Steve had almost run over.  
 Steve laughed and set the chair up again at the edge of the veranda. After three 
more goes most people had moved down onto the grass, but a couple of guys stood their 
ground, daring Steve to knock them over. Katie and I sat alongside two others with our 
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legs tucked under us so Steve couldn’t crash into them. 
 He was just about to take another run up when the fight broke out. An apprentice 
miner, who stood about six foot four, biceps bulging in a blue singlet, slammed his fists 
into Steve’s face. He kept punching him until all you could see was blood. I could hear 
people egging him on. He must have hit him ten times before Steve even realised what 
was happening and started to retaliate. A great mass of bodies came hurtling towards 
Katie and me. The few people still sitting on chairs were tipped forward, their chairs 
scraping the verandah before they crashed side-ways. Katie and I had our heads down, 
and ours arms trying to cover them, in an attempt to fend off any wayward blows that 
were coming towards us like meteorites.  
 Steve’s face had turned to pulp, but his arms kept pumping out punches like a 
machine. The other guy had blood smeared over his hands and shirt, his face a grotesque 
mask of alcohol-fuelled rage. Steve’s blood-shot eyes saw nothing but his opponent. 
Bottles and glasses were shattering and those that weren’t were sent spinning off the 
veranda, slamming into the rails, and ricocheting back towards us. The dull thud of flesh 
hitting flesh was nauseating as they grunted and pummelled each other like maniacs. 
Steve’s head cracked as it hit the side of a pole supporting the veranda, and he slumped 
over the side of the railing, blood streaming from the gash in his head. 
  One of Steve’s mates went to help him up and some others held off his attacker. 
We scrambled off the couch and ran down the steps to the backyard. The yard was 
deserted because everyone had raced around the front to gawk at the fight. Katie was 
holding the side of her head, crying.  
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 ‘Oh my fucking God! Are you alright Katie?’ I said. 
 ‘No! I copped a punch to the side of my head. It’s killing me,’ she said. 
 I checked to see if she was bleeding, and felt a huge bump already starting to 
form.  
 Steve was still going off. He ripped the letter box off its post as he walked out 
the front gate, and threw it across the road. His mates were trying to calm him down, but 
he was even trying to fight them off. He pushed over a wheelie-bin, causing rubbish to be 
strewn across the street. Someone ended up bundling him into a car and taking him to the 
hospital to get the gash on his head stitched up. His shirt was covered in blood, and his 
eyes shone crazily as they darted from one person to the next, as though he feared another 
onslaught.  
 A group of people saw Katie crying and came over to see if she was okay. 
Nathanial offered Katie his bottle of vodka, and she took it from him and downed a 
mouthful.  ‘Oh that’s better,’ she said, wiping her mouth and plonking herself down on a 
fold-up chair. I snatched the bottle from her and took a big swig. It burned, but felt good. 
My heart was still threatening to explode out of my chest.  
 ‘That was so scary,’ I said. 
 ‘Youse could’ve copped it in the face by one of those dickheads,’ Nathanial said. 
 We both took another mouthful of vodka, and then Katie went to hand it back.  
 ‘Nah, it’s okay, you can have it.  You need it more than me. Besides, I’ve got 
another one,’ he said. 
 ‘Thanks,’ Katie said.  
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 By the time the bottle was finished we were both blind, and it was eleven 
o’clock.  
* 
 ‘Do you guys want to come around to our place?’ Anthony said. 
 Katie had hooked up with one of Anthony’s mates, Will, and they lived in one of 
the miners’ houses down the road. She’d spent the last twenty minutes with him in a 
shadowy corner of the backyard. I’d been with Ainsley, who was talking more and more 
loudly the more she had to drink. Anthony had stayed close by trying to inject himself 
into the conversation whenever the opportunity arose. 
 ‘Yeah, righto,’ said Katie. ‘Are you coming Jade?’ 
 Mum was going to pick me up, but I thought, if she comes and I’m not here, too 
bad.  
 ‘Yeah, I’ll come,’ I said. 
 Anthony called out to his mates and said that we were leaving as we walked 
around to the front of the house. 
 ‘Hey Jade, where ya going?’ Ainsley yelled. 
 ‘Just around to Will and Anthony’s. We’ll be back soon,’ I said. 
 ‘Are you sure? Isn’t your Mum coming to get us?’  
 ‘Yeah, but I’ll be back by then, don’t worry,’ I said. 
 As soon as we got to their house, Katie and Will went into the bedroom and 
closed the door. I could hear Katie’s giggles from the lounge room. 
 ‘Come on, let’s go into my bedroom, aye?’ he said.  
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 Anthony was gorgeous. The muscles on his arms were huge, and he was a great 
kisser. My head swam as I lay back on the bed. He took my pants off, and then took his 
own clothes off. I didn’t ask him if he was going to use a condom. I just assumed that he 
would. I didn’t think it was up to me to ask. 
 It was over quickly. We lay side by side for a while in an awkward silence.  So, 
that was it.  
 Next thing I heard someone banging on the door. 
 ‘Jade, are you in there? Open up!’ 
 I couldn’t believe it. How the hell did she know where I was? I lay still hoping 
she’d go away.  
 ‘Who’s that?’ said Anthony. 
 ‘My mum.’  
 I was mortified. 
 ‘Shit,’ he said, jumping up from the bed, and grabbing his jeans. 
 I was hoping she’d go away. I lay there, trying not to breathe. 
 ‘Jade open the door now, or I will break it down,’ she said, and banged even 
harder. 
 I stumbled out of the bed and quickly fumbled around for my clothes.  
 I opened the door and there was Mum, with Ainsley beside her. I walked past 
them wanting to get out of there as quickly as possible. As if it wasn’t embarrassing 
enough, Ainsley had to witness my fall from grace also. Great. Monday it was going to be 
all over the school.  
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 ‘Get in the car,’ she said. 
 We drove Ainsley home, and before she had reached her front door, Mum turned 
to me and started.  
 ‘Did you have sex with that boy? Who was he? God, Jade look at you. You’re 
drunk.’ 
 ‘No I’m not,’ I slurred. 
 ‘For Christ’s sake, you can hardly walk. How could you let him use you like 
that? Ainsley told me he’s an apprentice. He’s nineteen.’ 
 She raved on and on. I sat there letting my alcohol-laden mind swirl. I couldn’t 
think about it. My first time.  
 I finally crashed in my bed with Mum still asking me twenty questions. 
 I woke the next day with a headache, and memories of the night before flooded 
back.  God, I did it with Anthony. He was good looking and an apprentice. But I felt like 
shit. I couldn’t bear to face Mum. And what about school? Ainsley had been there, I 
remembered. She would tell everyone. 
 I clutched my stomach as the cramping pains began.  Great, my period. I had 
gone off the pill a while ago and now the severe cramps I use to have each month had 
returned, making me want to vomit. Being on the pill lessened the pain, but now I was 
almost doubled over. I hid in my room all day, and Mum left me alone.  
 As we drove to school Monday morning, Mum looked at me with a concerned 
frown. 
 ‘Are you okay? she said. 
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 ‘I’ve got my period.’ 
 ‘Have you taken Panadol?’ 
 ‘Yeah.’ 
 She glared at me, her eyes boring into mine. ‘Jade, you’ve gone off the Pill 
haven’t you? My God, you had sex for the first time and you weren’t even on the Pill. 
Are you out of your mind? How stupid are you? Did he use a condom?’ 
 I didn’t know if he did or not, I was so drunk I could hardly remember any of it. 
 ‘Jade, I asked you if he used a condom.’ 
 ‘I don’t know,’ I said. Had he? 
 ‘How could you not know? What if you get pregnant? Huh? Have you thought 
of that?’ 
 Naturally, everyone at school knew. One of the girls in Mum’s English 
Communication class had apparently been trying to get on to Anthony for months, openly 
declaring her undying love for him. She was being a real bitch to Mum in class. She 
never said anything about me being with Anthony, but it was obvious she knew. One of 
the boys in the same class lived in Coppabella, a small town a half an hour away from 
Moranbah towards Mackay. Anthony was from there. My mother would hear all about it.  
 That weekend Katie had a party and he was there.  
 ‘Do you want to go out?’ he asked me. 
 Yeah, right! I said no, not just because Mum wouldn’t approve, but because I 
didn’t want to. I felt nothing for him. I don’t know why I slept with him. I didn’t even 
like him. He was good looking, but that was about it. 
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 For some reason, after the party I thought I’d be accepted by the popular girls, 
but their hatred of me intensified. Hadn’t I done the right thing? They all had sex, many 
of them with more than a few guys. They were so high and mighty, but hadn’t I done 
what they do, so why was I looked at like a dirty slut?   
 Ashlee drew a picture in my school diary of a cherry ‘popped’.  Slimbo saw it 
and thought it was hilarious. My Modern History teacher saw it too, but from the look on 
her face, she didn’t find it as funny. 
 Mum’s biggest fear was that I would get pregnant and I suppose I could have. 
Imagine getting pregnant your first time. Thank God that didn’t happen.   
 After I was with Anthony I remember someone asked me how I could have slept 
with a guy I didn’t even know. I lied and said I’d talked to him previously at two different 
parties, so that that would make it the third time I’d met him. I didn’t think that seem as 
slutty. 
 The rumors began to circulate. Everywhere I walked people snickered and 
stared. Nathanial, who had always talked to me before, now looked the other way when 
he saw me coming. I couldn’t understand what I had done wrong. I had had sex, big deal. 
Most of them had sex for the first time years before. 
 Even Slimbo seemed to treat me differently. All the boys did. Sitting at the table 
at lunch I could tell that I had been the hot topic. Jacinta strode over, hips swinging, her 
mouth ready to spew out poison. I realised for the first time that I had now become an 
opponent, someone who the girls had to compete with to get guys, and not just guys from 
school, but hot, older guys, who they actually wanted to be with. She stood there looking 
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down at us: the boys, most of whom were still virgins that the girls in our grade wouldn’t 
give the time of day to; and the girls who, for one reason or another, were not seen as 
cool, desirable, or sexy. Her contempt was obvious.  I had thrown down the gauntlet. I 
wanted to fit in, but Jacinta was going to let me know in no uncertain terms that I did not. 
She stood, arms folded in front of her, looking down at me, a cruel, cunning smirk on her 
mouth. The mouth she used to suck dick. Her tool. Now her weapon.  
 ‘So, what would you give him out of ten? Jacinta said, smiling broadly. 
 I sat staring straight ahead, trying to ignore her. I could feel my face redden, and 
my throat went dry. God leave me alone. She knew that he was my first.  
She stood there, mocking me. I’ve fucked more guys than you. Don’t think you’re hot, 
you’re not, not even close.  
 ‘I’d give him a four. He’s pretty lousy,’ she said, her eyes glinted as she 
smirked.  
 I had no idea she had ever been with him. She saw the shock on my face and 
knew she’d won another round. With all the attention on her, she began to perform, 
telling everyone who her best roots were. You had to admire her really. She had no 
shame. 
 I was full of it. I sat with my head down, my eyes staring at the ground. The 
glare from the sun was intense and when I shut my eyes to try to drown out the sound of 
Jacinta’s voice, I was engulfed in red glare. The world felt split, cracked, I wanted to 
crash through, but I was paralysed. Everyone around me chatted and laughed. I felt dizzy 
and nauseous, as if I could easily slip and fall. I held on to the table, reeling. I felt light, as 
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if I wasn’t really there. But the throbbing in my head, and the thudding of my heart, 
raged. 
 ‘Hey Jacinta, what ya doin’?’ Emma yelled across the playground. 
 ‘Just talking to Jade,’ Jacinta said. 
 ‘Eww, that slut,’ said Emma. 
 Jacinta laughed. 
 Moments later Mrs Shaw walked past, she had to have heard what Emma said, 
but she did nothing. Instead, she asked Jacinta to pick up a paper.  
 ‘It’s not mine,’ she said.  
 The teacher’s shoulders slumped as she let out a sigh. ‘Just pick it up, Jacinta.’ 
‘No,’ she said defiantly.  
 She looked at me. Somehow it felt that though Mrs Shaw wasn’t my mother, 
Jacinta was making some pointed remark about teachers. Your mother is one, what a 
loser. She didn’t glance back as she strode off towards the popular group who gathered 
around her like seagulls, pushing and pulling at each other to be the one she would 
bestow a favour upon. Because, of course, to be popular one had to be noticed by the 
right people. 
 The teacher gazed after her, her mouth pursed. She quickly scanned the group to 
find her next victim. I averted her gaze.  
 ‘Ummpph,’ she said, shaking her head, clearly indicating that we were all a lost 
cause. Her eyes met mine and she obviously thought I was the worst. I could see her 
toying with the idea of making me pick up the paper. As a teacher’s daughter I couldn’t 
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refuse. My downward spiral was the talk of a lot of staffrooms, Mum had told me of 
sidelong glances cast towards her, looks of pity that were brightly edged with glee. Mrs 
Shaw’s power was revoked, so she walked towards administration, to discuss the 
disgusting behaviour of students, and mine in particular, no doubt. Of course, nothing 
would happen to Jacinta. She didn’t tell the teacher to fuck off, and basically that’s what 
you had to do to get suspended. You could do or say anything, so long as you didn’t 
swear openly to a teacher’s face. That left a lot you could get away with.  
 And Jacinta did. 
* 
 Katie and I were bored and decided to go walking around town. We saw Alan 
and Troy at the shops. Alan had a girlfriend, but they had an ‘open relationship’. 
Apparently, she had been with two guys at once, in an all night sex romp. Alan had 
beautiful clear skin, he was a pretty boy, and he would always talk to me. His girlfriend 
and his younger sister, played hockey, so he’d often come down to the ovals. 
 The four of us gravitated towards the AFL fields as we usually did. It was just on 
dusk; cockatoos were flying in and out of the trees, squawking as the shadows 
lengthened. The horizon looked as if it had been soaked in soft pink calamine lotion, and 
the air began to cool. Alan walked up behind Katie and whacked her on the arse, hard. 
‘Oww’ she yelled, rubbing her butt. He started to rub too and then his hand slide up her 
skirt. She giggled madly from the attention. They ended up walking off together. In the 
middle of the AFL fields is a scoreboard. I watched as they climbed it, Katie laughing as 
Alan pushed her butt up the ladder.  
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 I sat there with Troy in awkward silence, as he smoked. After about ten minutes 
I could see them climbing back down.  They walked back towards us, Katie trailing 
behind, still trying to adjust her clothes. Alan sat down beside me and ignored Katie 
completely. I could tell she was hurt. She stood a couple of metres away and pretended 
that she was deeply interested in a dog doing a shit on the other side of the field. He put 
his arm around me, pulling me towards him.  
 ‘Ya wanna suck me off?’ he said.  
 I pushed him away. I felt sick. Did he seriously think I’d put his dick in my 
mouth after he’d have sex with Katie? Katie laughed nervously.  
 Later Katie and I walked home in the gathering dark, neither of us mentioning 
what had taken place. Katie seemed to accept her status in the town. She was matter-of-
fact about it. I couldn’t. I wanted people to like me. I’d had friends in Brisbane. Here I 
was a pariah.  
 ‘Why did you do it? Why did you have sex with him? He’s a pig,’ I said.  
 ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I think he’s cute, kinda. Fuck, I hate this town. The 
guys are losers anyway. Alan wasn’t even that good.’ She giggled, and I could feel her 
glance at me. 
 The fact that he had sat beside me and asked me to suck his dick was left 
unspoken between us. That’s just the way guys are. I could not believe that, what was 
wrong with her that she didn’t scream?  
 ‘I should have smacked him in the face,’ I said. But all I’d done was push him 
away, pathetic.  A week before he had rung me to say that he was going to come over. I’d 
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heard him come to the door and knock. I had told Mum that he was on his way over.  
 ‘He’s going out with Alicia, Jade. Have you forgotten? That boy is a player. 
There is no way he is getting inside this house, so forget it.’  
 ‘She’s busy,’ I heard Mum tell him. 
 ‘But I just spoke with her on the phone.’ 
 ‘Yeah well, you’re not seeing her Alan. Go home,’ she said in her best 
authoritarian teacher’s voice.  
 Mum taught Alan, so he didn’t give her any problems. 
 She was right again. He’d probably thought he could come over and have sex 
with me in my room as Mum sat in the lounge watching television.  
 I thought I would throw up. Surely that wasn’t normal. But in Moranbah, you 
forgot what actually was normal. Brisbane, my old friends, my old life, seemed so far 
away. It seemed like I had gone too far to ever go back.  
 How would Jacinta have reacted if Alan had asked her to suck his dick just after 
he’d been with someone else? She would have come back at him with some quick retort, 
putting him back in his place. ‘I’d have to find it first,’ she’d say, or she’d have simply 
laughed, amused by the obscene request. I just felt sick. I had been with one guy and I 
was labelled a slut. Jacinta had been with half the male population of Moranbah, and had 
stood, along with half the girls in my grade, in a white dress as she made her appearance 
at the Debutante Ball the month before.  
 The neighbourhood was empty, not another person was outside. The dry brittle 
grass and grainy dust felt like it was in my throat. I wondered who was looking at us from 
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behind the closed doors. Vigilance never wavered in Moranbah. It was permeable, the 
sense that, somewhere, someone was always watching you, recording what you were 
doing, sifting through it, analysing and questioning every move you  made to see if the 
information was useful. Tidbits were hoarded until they could be used against you at the 
right opportunity. I couldn’t see anyone, but I could feel eyes watching us: malicious, 
vindictive, implacable. 
 I glanced over at Katie. She always walked with her head down, never looking 
people in the eye. She worried about what people knew, what they’d heard. She was like 
a timid creature; tentative and unsure of herself. She carried her secret shame in silence. 
That was the main difference between Katie and Jacinta. Katie was ashamed of what 
she’d done, and ashamed of the rumours spread about her, but Jacinta got in first. You 
think I’m a slut, she seemed to say, yeah, I am, and I love it.  
 Once Katie had told me that she had sex with older guys so that they would talk 
to her in public, and drive her around. They rarely did.  Though she was desperate in her 
desire to be noticed, she was shy and could barely raise her eyes to look at guys.  She 
wanted approval and acceptance. She wanted acknowledgement, to believe, if just for a 
moment, that she counted, she mattered, she was someone.  
  We walked past Arkana Terrace. Snob Hill. It was where most of the project 
managers and those in the higher echelons of the mining staff lived, separated from the 
rest of the plebians. They were low set houses with palatial lawns positioned at the 
highest point in town, which was more like a small mound than a hill. Of course, their 
lawns were as dry and as barren as everyone else’s in the town. When Utah, an American 
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mining company, originally planned the town, they wanted to keep a strict hierarchy in 
operation. Throughout the rest of the streets, high set houses were scattered here and 
there in between the low set houses, which belonged to the workers: boiler makers, truck 
drivers, diesel mechanics and electricians. They were the houses proudly flying the 
Eureka flag. The employees living in the high set houses were supervisors, and their role 
didn’t end when their shift was over. They were placed, three or four in a street, to 
oversee what were considered to be the more menial staff. They kept an eye on them, 
making sure they stayed out of trouble. Everyone knew their place. It was like something 
out of 1984.  
 I understood what Katie meant about wanting to be noticed. Living in Moranbah 
was the middle of nowhere. I didn’t know what was worse, being constantly gossiped 
about or being ignored. Before I had slept with Anthony, girls in the town had hated me 
indiscriminately, but now their hatred had a clear, sharp focus. I had given them reason. 
They thought they were justified; they could treat me like dirt, because that’s what they 
thought I was. Dirt. What they used to hide behind sneers and scowling stares, they were 
now brave enough to display openly. They must have kept all their hatred for me bottled 
up, and with each stupid thing I did, they let out a little air. Releasing pressure. Soon it 
would explode. With each mistake I made, their cruelty became more daring, more 
savage in its brutality. No-one could blame them for hating me now; even teachers looked 
at me like I was filth. They watched on with glee as I stumbled my way through their 
strict protocols, each one a mine field.  
 Mum had heard one of the teachers sticking up for one of the ‘nice girls’ who 
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had been picked on. ‘It doesn’t matter what they do to bitches,’ she’d said, looking 
pointedly at Mum, ‘but when they start to pick on the good girls ....’  
 I was one of the bitches.  
 I thought of Kylie, a girl who had moved to Moranbah last term. She was 
stunning, in a Claudia Schiffer kind of way. She was very thin, too thin, with gorgeous 
cheek bones and crystal clear blue eyes. She had seemed quiet and shy, but she stood out, 
new blood, and the boys quickly started sniffing. By the end of her second day she was 
going out with Zac, one of the coolest boys in our grade. By the end of the week she had 
played up on him. Everyone knew about it. It was similar to when I stopped going out 
with David, only much, much worse. I felt sorry for her. She had gone from being 
idolised to being hated in one week. Though, of course, most of the girls had hated her on 
sight.  
 The thing about Moranbah was that on the one hand anything went, but on the 
other strict rules were meant to be followed. I was never clear on what the rules actually 
were, I only felt the effects once I broke them. People set themselves up as judge and 
jury, and you were guilty until proven innocent. People who didn’t know you took any 
indiscretions to heart, as though, in some way, you had offended them personally. 
 When Kylie played up on Zac, people who would not have said so much as hello 
to her, began to bay for her blood. Zac who had been with just about every girl in school, 
and who had probably two-timed at least half of them, had been sinned against. Girls 
could now vent their spite, jealousy and hatred towards her openly. She was a dirty slut, a 
whore. ‘How could she do that to Zac?’ they said, revelling in their superiority. Smug 
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with their skewed sense of right and wrong. They wielded their brand of justice like a 
knife. 
 Kylie began to be with lots of guys. The boys vied for a chance to do her. She 
was a prize. The girls loved it. Though some of them had clung to her at first, hoping that 
her appeal would rub off onto them, she was now Public Enemy Number One. That 
would teach her for thinking she was so good. How on earth could she play up on Zac? 
The disgusting low-life slut. 
 She ended up being with Mr McIntyre, a fifty-four -year-old, overweight miner 
who lived next door to her. He was married and had a son in Year Nine. I wondered why 
she would do it. Two days later she was gone. Moranbah was filled with people who 
came and went. Kylie was left broken, brutalised, by both the boys and the girls of the 
town. The boys had fucked her, and the girls had envied her, wishing they were as 
beautiful. 
 How much shame can someone take? You can measure the damage done to 
bone, skin, tissue, muscle. If it’s not too severe it can be mended, repaired. But how does 
one measure the damage to a heart, to a mind, to a soul. What had they done to this girl? 
What unknown tortures would wake her in the night?  
 Of course, there were no crimes committed. No reported rape, no acts of 
violence that would be punished. She wanted it. She consented. Letting them spray their 
cum inside her. Her radiant beauty was gone. They possessed it. They took it and 
destroyed it. To the girls she was an outsider, but I saw her. And she was just like me. 
 Of course, at the time, I didn’t see any of this. When I’d heard she was with her 
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neighbour, I was as grossed out as the rest of them. I couldn’t see that she was a human 
being, that she might have looked in the mirror and thought that she was ugly. Just as I 
did. 
* 
             The screen door slammed shut and mum bounded along the veranda. One day, 
she was going to go right through the floor boards.  
 ‘Ugghh, Jesus Christ,’ said Mum. 
 ‘What’s wrong,’ I yelled out from my seat on the lounge. 
 ‘Come and look at this, Jade.’ 
 ‘Look at what?’ I said, not moving. 
 ‘Come here and see,’ she yelled, her face now up against the screen door. 
‘There’s a red road works light on the top of our fucking car. Some prick has put it there. 
You know what it means don’t you? Huh? Red light–—prostitute. You know I told you 
how Mad Dog said that someone put a red bulb in the light outside our back door? Well, 
now they’ve done the same to you.’ 
 When we first moved in, Mad Dog, our neighbour, had told us about a young 
female teacher who had lived here before us. Apparently, Mum had heard rumors about 
her from other teachers. She was known as the town “bike”. Mad Dog said there was 
always a stream of guys visiting. Some kids had removed the outside light bulb and 
replaced it with a red one. Open for business. Apparently it was there for about a week 
before he had snuck over and taken it out.  
 So, I was a prostitute now?  
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 ‘I’m going to smash the fucking thing,’ she said, as she thumped down the steps. 
 ‘Mum,’ I yelled, as I jumped up from the lounge and ran outside. On top of the 
car was a red warning light taken from the road works that were being done along Mills 
Avenue, just outside our house. I watched from the veranda as Mum grabbed it from the 
car and strode out the front gate with it dangling dangerously from her hands. She walked 
out the front gate and on to Mills Avenue. She stood in the middle of the road in her 
pyjamas. God, she’s cracked it. She swung the light about her head and smashed it down 
on the bitumen.  
 ‘Fucking bastards!’ she screamed.  
 She picked it up and raised it above her head, then threw it back down onto the 
road. And then did it again, three more times. 
 It was about eight-thirty on a Sunday morning and the street was deserted. Lisa  
and Scott were home, and no doubt there were other onlookers hidden in their houses 
watching my mother’s rampage. After raising it and crashing it down several more times, 
she flung it onto the grass medium strip in the middle of the road. Red shards of glass lay 
strewn along the bitumen. I could hear movement in the duplex next door. Lisa was in the 
kitchen looking out the window at Mum. Mum stormed back inside, her chest heaving 
from the exertion of shattering the light. Pain and anger were etched on her face. 
 ‘I can’t believe the people in this town. I’ve had enough. They think you’re a 
slut. You know that, right? You’ve played right into their hands. You’ve given them a 
reason to hate you. You declared yourself part of the competition. The girls hate you and 
you’re no longer little miss innocent. This town is so backward. They have actually 
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walked into our property and put that thing on my car.’ 
 I could understand Mum’s reaction, I guess. The Friday night before she had 
gone to the town night club, Krystals, with Scott and his girlfriend, Lisa. Some of the 
high school teachers were also there. Two of them were Maths teachers. They were 
young, about twenty-three or twenty-four, and they were both married. Mum had been 
sitting at a table talking to Mr Andrews, when Mr Hodges approached her from across the 
dance floor, carrying a stubbie of Fourex. When he reached where they were sitting he 
stood directly in front of her, and with the stubbie positioned outwards from crotch, like a 
cock, put it in her mouth. At the same time, Mr Andrews put his arm around her, and 
started rubbing her back.  
 Somehow Mum connected what they did to her, to me. She was a single mother, 
therefore she was a slut. I was a single mother’s daughter, therefore I was a slut. It was 
simple really. Like algebra. Logical in a fucked up, illogical, kind of way.  
            ‘I’m a single mother. If I go out people assume I’m a slut wanting to be picked up. 
Now you’re going out getting drunk being with boys, they’ll assume you’re, “Just like ya 
mother.” Jesus Jade, don’t you get it?’  
 ‘But they’re teachers,’ I said. I couldn’t believe they would treat my mother like 
that. At the time she was the acting Head of Department for Social Science.  
 ‘Yeah, well,’ she said, ‘trust me, they’re no better than the miners. Good uni-
educated middle class boys. Huh, yeah, right. I don’t know where they learnt that move 
from, bastards. It’s not like they’re teenagers.’ 
 I could see Mum felt that the whole town was against us. I felt the same. The 
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men in the town all acted the same, whether they were educated or not. The teachers 
turned into cowboys after living here for a month or two. Maybe it was the distance; the 
further you are away from a major city, the less controlled you are. On the one hand there 
are eyes everywhere watching you, surveying your every move, but on the other, the 
space creates the illusion of freedom, so the normal rules don’t seem to apply. 
 My mistake had been made publicly, and now they wanted their revenge. I was 
condemned without trial. The guilty verdict passed along in whispers. Unanimous. Katie 
accepted her punishment and was content to stay on the outside, marginalised. That was 
where she felt she belonged, though the horrible inevitability left her feeling raw and 
used. She was resigned to it. I was not. I wanted desperately to be one of the chosen few. 
What is worse, though, the unspeakable acts that filled her with shame, or the vile 
rumours whispered about her, told in shocked low voices that barely concealed their own 
arousal? The teller’s own latent desire unable to be contained, smirks threatening to break 
into unrestrained glee. Moranbah watches, laughing. 
            Late night phone calls became a regular occurrence. I would wake up hearing 
Mum screaming into the phone, ‘Who is this? Say your name, you gutless prick.’ Silence. 
‘Fuck off,’ she’d yell as she slammed the phone down. 
 There didn’t seem to be anywhere to go to escape. After the incident with the 
male teachers, Mum never went to the nightclub again. She had rarely gone out before, 
but now she was always home. What was I going to do, stay locked in the cupboard? If 
people wanted to talk, well let them fucking talk. The next week was a big party at 
Callum’s and I didn’t want to miss it. I had heard rumors that Emma wanted to punch my 
  
 
	
Page 
123 	
face in. She wanted me to just go away, but I was going to the party. What was the worst 
that could happen?  
      * 
 The whole town was drunk. The brassy, shiny confidence that having money 
brings. Indestructible. The town bred arrogance and a tough exterior. Scratch the surface 
and underneath all the wealth the lustre was gone. Moranbah was all shiny glitter on the 
surface. But it was dredged beyond repair.   
 The men who weren’t working were at The Workers, or The Nugget. Wives were 
at home with their kids.  School had been buzzing all week about the party. It was near 
the end of the year, just before Year Twelves were going into exam block. The party was 
at the end of Mills Avenue, opposite the footy grounds. Slimbo and Rusty were already 
blind when I got there. There were mainly people from our grade, but some Year 
Twelves, lashing out before their final exams, were there as well. It wasn’t an open house 
though, so there were no older apprentices or miners.  
 After about an hour Callum’s phone rang. It was Jacinta and Emma asking if they 
could come over. Great. I hadn’t been out in a while, trying to avoid running into them 
outside of school. I’d told Mum that Emma wanted to punch my face in, and she’d just 
laughed. Emma was a small blonde, who hardly ever spoke in class. Mum didn’t realise 
that if Emma threatened me it was with the full support of Jacinta. They went in packs, if 
you were hated by one, you were hated by them all.  
 The fact that Mum didn’t seem worried eased my fear. She couldn’t hit me at 
school, and they were always been careful to hide their animosity from teachers. They 
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knew the teachers they could say things in front of, and those they couldn’t. They would 
talk about their latest sexual exploits in explicit detail in front of the young female 
teachers, who sat still and silent, so shocked and embarrassed they never reported them.  
 When Callum said they were on their way over, I thought I’d go home there and 
then, but Mum was coming to pick me up at eleven o’clock, and it had just gone ten. We 
were heading into Mackay early the next day, so I wasn’t going to have too late a night, 
and I was only having a couple of drinks. I grabbed another cruiser and sat down next to 
Slimbo. The stale, yeasty smell of beer clung heavily in the air, and the acrid cloud of 
smoke made my chest sore, and my eyes sting. 
 ‘Hey everyone,’ Jacinta said, walking in ahead of her friends. She was her usual 
self: loud and drunk.  
 Jacinta, Emma and Taylor sat down at the table opposite me. After Jacinta had 
made her entrance they talked amongst themselves. I wondered why they had come. 
There weren’t any older miners, so they hadn’t come for the guys. They must have had 
nothing better to do. In Moranbah, you didn’t say no to someone who wanted to come to 
your party. It’s not like there were a lot of people to choose from, so if someone wanted 
to turn up, naturally you said yes. It was part of being in a country town. Saying no could 
incur the wrath of not only the person you’d refused, but everyone else. No-one refused. 
 I had been talking to Ainsley when I noticed that Emma was staring at me, her 
mouth twisted into a cruel smirk. Not long after I had been with Anthony, I found out that 
Emma had gone out with him for about a year when she was in Year Nine. He was her 
first boyfriend. It had ended well over a year ago, but she still claimed rights to him, as if 
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he was her property, and I had infringed upon her right to own it. She hadn’t been at the 
party that night; if she had I’m sure she would have said something then. I’m sure her 
friends had looked on amused at the havoc they knew the juicy information would 
provide.  
 ‘Jade is a skank. Jade is a skank,’ she said. I sat there, paralysed, trying to ignore 
her. No-one said anything. 
 ‘Jade is a skank. Jade is a skank. Jade is a skank,’ she chanted over and over. 
 Slimbo, Troy and Rusty were up the other end of the table talking loudly and 
laughing. Music was pumping. Only people who sat near me could hear her. She kept 
calling me a skank.  I stared at a crack in the table, eyes boring into me, daring me to say 
or do something, anything, and knowing I wouldn’t. I couldn’t even raise my eyes. I 
couldn’t speak. My throat constricted and my mouth wouldn’t open. She will stop. She 
will stop. If I sit here and say nothing, if I do nothing, she will stop.  
 She didn’t stop. She was full of bravado, having Jacinta and Taylor by her side. I 
looked at my watch. It was almost eleven. I stood up, my hands shaking, the blood in my 
head pounding violently, I leant on the chair to steady myself before I went upstairs to get 
my bag. When I reached the bathroom I looked in the mirror. Tears pricked my eyes, and 
I rubbed them away. No, I was not going to cry in front of those bitches. I grabbed my 
bag from the lounge and then threw it back down, slumping down beside it. I felt 
defeated, humiliated. I’d just sat there too afraid to move, to speak. I can’t keep taking 
this, her sing-song voice was echoing in my head. I wanted to punch her face in. I had 
never felt such rage in my life. I wanted to scream, shout, throw something.  
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 It was right on eleven, and feeling a surge of courage, knowing that Mum would 
be pulling up to get me any second, I walked back downstairs.  
 Maybe that’s why I said it.  
 ‘I’m not the skank. You are, Emma, the number of guys you’ve been with,’ I said. 
 The three of them stared at me, mouths wide-open. They couldn’t believe that I’d 
done it, I’d retaliated. Jacinta looked from Emma to me and back again, gauging the 
situation, and her expression changed to pure glee.  
  ‘What did you say?’ Emma said. 
 She’d heard me, loud and clear. I rolled my eyes and headed towards the gate.  
 ‘What did you say?’ she screamed after me.  
 You really are a moron. I kept walking. It seemed to take forever to reach the 
front gate.  
 ‘I said, what did you say?’ She jumped up from the table, knocking over her chair.  
 I fumbled with the latch, but couldn’t work out which way the gate was meant to 
open. I shoved it hard to push it forward, but it wouldn’t budge. I tried forcing it 
backwards, but it still wouldn’t move. The garden was edged with bricks that were jutting 
out of the ground at thirty degrees, walling in a few dry, wilted flowers. I remember 
thinking that they were dangerous, poking out like that, like the serrated edges of scissors, 
ready to cut, to do damage, leave a crooked scar. A rusted letterbox peered through a 
bougainvillea, a wad of junk mail, faded from the sun, shoved carelessly inside. 
 ‘Are you deaf?’ said Emma, turning around to Jacinta and Taylor, making sure 
that the scene was being recorded. 
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 ‘No, I heard you, and you heard what I said.’ Idiot. 
 ‘Say it again. Go on, say it again,’ she said. 
 I really couldn’t see the point. Just a few metres away the party continued. I heard 
someone laughing hysterically. I glanced back and saw Slimbo fall over, lying among a 
pile of UDLs and beer cans. Jacinta and Taylor stood up and walked over to me, one on 
each side of Emma, her sentries. Emma was a good six inches shorter than me, but 
Jacinta and Taylor both stood tall.  
 Emma was so confident with her friends beside her. She revelled in her power. 
Though Jacinta said nothing the entire time, Emma grew tall with the knowledge that she 
would back her one hundred percent. 
 ‘Say it again, skank,’ she said. 
 Emma’s eyes shone brightly as she focused them on me. The hatred of the three 
girls was exposed, raw, open.  The grime and ugliness of the town were already etched on 
their faces. They were toughened, aged before their time. For a second I almost laughed. 
It was like a scene from a B grade movie, and being a tough bitch was part of the 
performance. It was all so hysterical.  
 Then she hit me.  
 Pain shot through my nose, and my legs buckled. I swayed and reached blindly 
for the gate to steady myself, but now the whole gate had disappeared. Their faces swam 
before me, huge maniacal grins, then my legs buckled. My head hit the edge of one of the 
bricks that had been jutting out insanely, threatenly. There was a shooting, stabbing pain 
at the back of my head. A hammer stuttered in my brain. 
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 ‘Oh my God. What happened? Jade? Connor, what the hell happened? Jade, Jade 
are you okay? She’s bleeding. Someone get a towel or something.’  
  It was Mum. 
 ‘What happened?’ I looked around, unsure for a minute where I was.   
 ‘Jade, can you hear me, are you okay? What happened?’ Mum said. 
 ‘I don’t know, I don’t know,’ I said. 
 ‘Connor what happened?’ Everyone stood by, silent. ‘Someone tell me what the 
hell happened,’ Mum said. 
 ‘She fell,’ said Jacinta. Bubbles of laughter broke the surface. 
 ‘Fell. What do mean, fell? Jade? Is she drunk?’  Mum said, looking to Connor 
for confirmation. 
 ‘No, she’s not drunk, Miss,’ said Connor. He was one of Mum’s Year Twelve 
Modern History students, and his mother was a nurse at the hospital. 
 I felt my head, and looked at my blood soaked hand. ‘What happened?’ 
 ‘Emma hit her,’ Ainsley said. 
 ‘What? Emma hit her? Where is she? She did this! Jade, did she hit you?’ 
 ‘I don’t know. I can’t remember.’ 
 ‘She’s bleeding. Someone get a towel or something. Something’s wrong. 
Something’s really wrong.’ I could hear the panic in Mum’s voice, I felt weak and my 
vision blurred.  
 ‘She might have concussion,’ said Connor. ‘I think she was knocked out for a 
minute. She might need stitches too.’ 
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 ‘Her face is bruised. How long has she been lying here?’ Mum said. 
 ‘Not long. It happened the second before you pulled up,’ Connor said. 
 ‘You’re going to be alright, don’t worry. Can you get up?’ Mum said. 
 ‘Here’s a towel,’ Ainsley said. 
 Mum wrapped the towel around my head like a turban. I tried standing, but 
couldn’t get to my feet. I tried to crouch in a sitting position, my hands on the ground 
steadying me. 
 ‘What happened?’ I said.  I remembered getting up and going to get my bag, but 
that was it. Someone hit me? Who? I felt dizzy and nauseous. Shooting pains were going 
through my head. 
 ‘You’ll be okay, we’ll get you to the hospital. You’ll be okay. You’ll be okay. 
Let’s get you to the car, hey?’ Mum said. 
 Waves of dizziness flowed over me. My head swam and my legs and arms felt 
like jelly. What was wrong with me? 
 ‘I’m dying, Mum. I’m dying.’ 
 ‘You’re going to be alright.’ 
 ‘Mum is on night shift tonight, Miss. Just take her straight to the hospital.’ 
 ‘Yes, thank you, Connor. Thank you.’ 
 ‘That’s okay. She’ll be okay, won’t you Jade?  She’s got a hard head.’ 
 Connor and Mum helped me into the car. I sat back, pain darting through my 
head. I could hear Mum and Connor outside.  
 ‘Why didn’t anyone do anything?’ she asked. 
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 ‘It happened pretty quickly,’ Connor said. 
 Emma, who had been standing in the shadows, came forward yelling when we 
were almost at the car, “I told you I’d fucking hit ya. Didn’t I?’ 
 ‘You bitch,’ said Mum as she turned and made a move towards her.  
 ‘Connor, get her into the car,’ said Rachel, Connor’s girlfriend. 
 ‘Why don’t youse just grow up,’ said Ainsley. 
 ‘Just get her to the hospital, Miss,’ said Connor. 
 Mum got in the car, slamming the door. ‘I’m going to the cops. She’s lucky I 
don’t smash her face in.’ She accelerated the car and we lurched forward.  Mum kept 
turning around and we swerved as she almost took out a parked car.  
 ‘You’ll be alright Jade, you’ll be alright.’ 
 I leant back in the car, sinking towards blackness. 
  ‘Jade, we’re here. We’re at the hospital. You’ll be fine now.’ 
 I walked unsteadily through the hospital car park. There were only three cars in 
the lot. 
 ‘Is anyone here?’ I said. It looked so empty, were people in there?  
 ‘Of course, Jade. There’ll be a doctor here, darling. Everything will be ok.’ 
 The bright lights of the administration stung my eyes.  
 ‘Sit down here, Jade.’ 
 Mum kept hitting the bell until the piercing sound sent a nurse briskly walking 
towards us.  
 ‘My daughter has been hurt. She fell and hit her head on, I don’t know, a brick, 
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or cement or something. She’s bleeding, and she doesn’t seem to know what happened to 
her.’ 
 I could hear the panic in Mum’s voice, but she sounded far away. Waves of 
dizziness threatened to overwhelm me. I felt dozy, as if I was falling asleep. I couldn’t 
keep my eyes open. 
 ‘Jade. Jade.’ 
 ‘She’s unconscious,’ said the nurse. 
 I opened my eyes.  
 ‘She’s coming round again. Can you tell me your name?’ 
 I looked at the nurse. She was the image of Connor, and his younger brother, 
Mark.  
 ‘Jade,’ I said. 
 ‘What is your last name?’ 
 ‘Jade.’  
 Mum stroked my cheek. ‘It’s going to be alright, Jade. It’s going to be alright.’ 
Her eyes filled with tears. 
 ‘Can you tell me what happened tonight, Jade?’  
 I looked at the nurse. What did happen? ‘Um, I don’t know.’ 
 ‘Have you been drinking?’ 
 I looked at Mum. 
 ‘It’s okay Jade; just tell the nurse the truth. Have you been drinking?’ 
 I nodded, yes. 
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 ‘How much did you drink? Can you remember?’ asked the nurse. 
I couldn’t. I couldn’t really remember the party at all. Rusty was there. Slimbo. 
Ainsley.  
 ‘Umm, I’m not sure, a couple of cruisers.’ 
 ‘Okay. Is that all?’ 
 ‘Yeah. I think so.’ 
 ‘Do you remember how you hit your head?’ 
 ‘No.’ 
 ‘You don’t remember?’  
 I shook my head.  
 ‘Who was at the party?’ 
 My head swayed. I felt like I was on a boat rocking in choppy seas. 
 ‘Rusty was there.’ 
 ‘Rusty?’ 
 ‘Russell Evans,’ Mum said. 
  ‘Oh yes, I know Russell. Can you remember anyone else, Jade? Do you 
remember talking to anyone else? 
 ‘No.’  
 ‘How long ago did it happen?’ She directed this to Mum. 
 ‘Um, I don’t know, about fifteen to twenty minutes ago. I was coming to pick 
her up, and as she was leaving a girl came up to her and hit her in the face.’  
 I listened as Mum told the nurse what happened. It was like a story I was being 
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told about someone else, not me. It didn’t happen to me.  Emma said she would hit me, I 
remember, but that was months ago. She didn’t actually hit me, did she? I couldn’t 
remember. Why couldn’t I remember? 
 The nurse shone a small torch in my eyes, and then hit my knee with a little 
Instrument. I felt like a robot, as if it wasn’t me. I looked at Mum; her face was etched 
with anxiety. I was sitting with my head leaning back on the wall; the towel around my 
head was soaked in blood. I could feel it dripping down my neck and the side of my face 
like hair dye. 
 ‘I’m going to die. I’m going to die.’ 
 ‘Jade, you’re going to be okay.’ Two more nurses appeared. ‘Get Dr Roberts 
here now.’ 
 ‘Yes, Sister.’ 
 ‘We’ll get you into a room and the doctor is going to run some tests on you, 
okay Jade?’ 
 ‘Mum, I’m scared, I’m scared.’ 
 ‘You’ll be okay, sweetie.’  
 ‘She’ll have to have the wound stitched, and then she’ll have to be taken into 
Mackay to have a cat scan,’ the doctor told Mum. 
 ‘A cat scan?’ Mum said. 
 Yes, we don’t have the equipment here, so she’ll be driven by ambulance into 
Mackay. ‘We need to make sure there is no internal bleeding. With a fall that hard she 
could have a fractured skull.’  
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 ‘Is that likely?’ 
 ‘Without the scan, I really can’t say.’ 
 ‘Can I ride with her in the ambulance?’ Mum said. 
 ‘Yes, of course.’ 
 The pain in my head was so bad, that getting the stitches didn’t even register. I 
kept feeling like I was falling asleep. I remember snatches of the ambulance ride, feeling 
like I was travelling through space, being propelled forward. 
 I woke up with nurses around me. I looked down, and I was naked. ‘Where are 
my clothes? Where the fuck are my clothes? Give me back my clothes.’ 
 ‘You’re going to have a cat scan, Jade. We need to make sure that you have no 
skull fractures or internal bleeding. It’s very important that we see the results straight 
away.’ 
 ‘No, no, I’m going to vomit.’ My stomach felt like it was going to come out my 
mouth, and a stream of vomit projectile from the bowels of my stomach across the room, 
and all over two of the nurses. 
‘I feel sick. I want my clothes.’ 
  ‘Jade, it’s okay, it won’t take long. It’ll be over before you know it,’ the doctor 
said. 
 ‘No, fuck off.  Leave me alone, don’t touch me. Don’t touch me, don’t touch 
me.’ 
 ‘Jade, it’s okay. You have to have this scan. It won’t take long.’ 
 The first thing I saw when I woke up was the heart monitor. What if it goes flat? 
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I’ll be dead. I looked down and saw wires and tubes all over me. Where were my clothes? 
I was dressed in a blue hospital gown. Mum was sitting in a chair, asleep.  
 ‘Mum?’ 
 Her eyes fluttered open, and she sprang from the chair. ‘Jade! How are you 
feeling?’  
 ‘I’m in hospital.’ 
 ‘Yes, yes, you are. Can you remember what happened?’ 
 ‘No, I can’t.’ 
 ‘You fell and hit your head.’ 
 I couldn’t remember.  
 ‘It’s okay, don’t worry, it’s going to be okay. I’ll quickly go and get the nurse. 
I’ll be straight back. Okay?’ 
 ‘Alright.’ 
 Mum ran outside and soon came back in with a nurse following close behind 
her. 
 ‘You’re awake,’ the nurse said. How do you feel?’ Her hands were cool and 
comforting. 
 ‘I’m going to throw up.’ 
 I vomited until I had nothing more in my stomach. 
 I was in hospital for over a week. I’d had a ten centimeter head fracture and I 
received forty-six stitches inside and out on my scalp. I was lucky, they said. In those first 
couple of days I’d look in the mirror, willing myself to get better. My eye was black, and 
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I had a dint in my nose from where Emma’s ring had dug into my face. It had seemed like 
a bizarre dream. I’d splash water on my face willing myself to wake up, to return to 
normal.  
 In fact, the whole year that I had been in Moranbah had seemed like a dream. 
The headaches were constant and my temperature fluctuated wildly while I was hospital. 
I had trouble walking and going to the bathroom at first, it was like I was walking 
through mud.   
 Ainsley visited me. Mum saw her at the nurses’ station asking what room I was 
in. At first she was furious, she didn’t want anyone from Moranbah visiting me. She 
blamed the entire town.  
 ‘What are you doing here? Can’t you just leave her alone?’ Mum yelled, just 
outside the door to my hospital room. 
 I could hear someone telling her to calm down, and then a nurse came in and 
told me that a friend called Ainsley was here to see me. I let her come in. I didn’t blame 
Ainsley, though I knew she’d sat on the sidelines the past year, watching everything play 
out. She walked into the room head down, sheepish. She looked young, vulnerable.  
 ‘Hey Jade,’ she said. ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 ‘Everyone feels awful about what happened.’ 
 ‘Everyone?’ I said.  
 ‘Jade, no-one wanted this to happen, not even Emma. She is so upset about what 
has happened to you.’ 
 They’re scared. Petrified that they will be implicated somehow in what 
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happened. And, of course, they were implicated. They had followed my every move for 
the past year, waiting for a time to strike. They knew everything I did, who I saw on 
weekends, who I spoke to in class. They knew more about me than my own mother. They 
had made it their business to find out.  
 Ainsley sat observing me.  I had been a threat to them all. I had had the audacity 
to interrupt their lives with my presence. It was as though my mother’s transfer to 
Moranbah had impacted more upon them, then on me. Ainsley was right though, Emma 
had probably not wanted this to happen. She simply wanted me to disappear, painlessly 
and effortlessly. I was an annoyance, an inconvenience. They had wanted their lives to 
continue on the same trajectory, neatly following the path they’d mapped out for 
themselves. I suppose that’s what everyone wants. I had certainly not wanted to move to 
Moranbah. I would have given anything to have been able to stay in Brisbane.  
 Ainsley moved up closer to me. ‘I guess you’re not going to be able to finish 
your exams.’ 
 Just like Ainsley to be worried about whether I’d sit the exams. 
 ‘No Ainsley, I’m not. Mum is getting a transfer back to Brisbane. We’re leaving 
Moranbah as soon as I get out of hospital.’   
 ‘Oh that’s great,’ she said. ‘Do you know where you’ll be living?’ 
 ‘No, we’re not sure yet.’  
 ‘Will you be going to the school she works at?’  
 ‘No way,’ I said, shaking my head, until the searing pain stopped me. ‘No, I’ll 
be going to a school in another suburb close by probably.’  
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 ‘We should meet up at uni the year after next. You never know, we might even 
be doing the same course.’ 
 ‘Yeah, you never know.’ I doubted it. I wasn’t sure then if I’d even go to uni, or 
if I wanted to see Ainsley again if I did. 
 Slimbo, Rusty, Troy and Adam visited also. They entered the room boisterously, 
banging the door open as they all tried to fit through the door at the same time. Once they 
were in the room they stood looking around, unable to look at me. Slimbo even had some 
flowers that he held out awkwardly. 
 ‘Oh thanks, Slimbo, they’re really beautiful,’ I said. 
 He scrunched up his face, confused. 
 ‘The flowers,’ I said, pointing to them, ‘they’re gorgeous,’ I said. 
 ‘Oh yeah. Right. Yeah well, we all pitched in and got em for ya.’ 
 ‘That was lovely of you. I’ll grab another vase from the nurses to put them in,’ 
said Mum. ‘Anyone want anything from the cafeteria while I’m gone?’ she said. 
 ‘Nah, thanks Miss,’ they replied. 
 ‘No Mum, I’m fine.’ 
 ‘Okay, well, I’ll go and have a coffee and come back later. Thanks for coming in 
to see her, boys.’ Mum’s eyes welled with tears. The last few days had been very hard on 
her.  
 ‘How are you going, Jade?’ said Slimbo, sitting down on the bed beside me. 
 ‘I’m okay, I feel a lot better.’ 
 ‘We’ve missed you at school, and down at the creek.’ 
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 We all laughed.  
  ‘At least you won’t have to sit the exams.’  
 No-one spoke about Emma, or the way I’d been treated by the girls. They didn’t 
have to, the dark purple bruise said everything. Getting hit was the culmination of months 
of bullying. It was the tip of the ice-berg, but it was what you couldn’t see, what the 
teachers and everyone else refused to see, that was the real danger. That could sink you, 
kill you, in the end. In a way, I felt relief, it was all finally over. I had been vindicated. 
What had been happening to me was real, and having Emma punch me was the proof, the 
tangible proof that I was not going insane. 
 Some of the teachers visited, concern and worry on their faces. Even the young 
teachers who I knew didn’t like me, looked at me with pity. I had been brought low. They 
showed their astonishment that something like this could happen. Things had gone too 
far. But wasn’t it inevitable? Wasn’t this just how things would end? Perhaps they felt 
their own guilt.  
 The principal came and was very businesslike, clearly relieved that the incident 
had occurred outside of school. They were not to blame; there would be no duty of care 
inquiries. A teacher had not missed a playground duty. The school would not suffer any 
repercussions. He kept looking sideways at Mum the whole time he was in my room, as if 
he was scared to take his eyes off her in case she went hysterical, and starting lashing out 
like a mad woman. I have to admit I’d looked at her the same way. She’d been a bit like 
that at first. Angry, demanding something be done.  Apparently, Emma had had a 
troubled home-life. She had been living in Moranbah with her father; her mother had 
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remarried and wanted nothing to do with her. She had been molested by her mother’s 
boyfriend and the mother blamed her. Mr Slowman had given this information to my 
mother in hushed tones, as though it explained everything. 
 ‘What about you?’ she’d said. ‘Your father can’t even spare the time to visit you 
in hospital. Everyone has some sob story to tell. Is that supposed to excuse what she did?’        
 She got no sympathy from Mum, or from me, I have to say, not then. 
 Recently, I watched a Doctor Phil programme that featured the mother and sister 
of Shanda Sharer. Shanda was murdered when she was twelve years old by four girls. 
One of the offenders was on the show being confronted by the distraught relatives of the 
young girl. The woman, Hope, had been given an early release from jail for good 
behaviour. She had been fifteen at the time of the murder, and the other girls were fifteen, 
sixteen and seventeen. They had kicked and bashed their victim, and then burned her 
while she was still alive. I marveled at the mother and sister who sat there so calmly. The 
woman, now in her thirties, still looked quite young, still had her life before her. Shanda 
had been stripped and beaten; her head was smashed in with a tyre changer. Hope had 
seen window cleaner in the boot of the car, beside the girl who’d been thrown in there. 
She picked it up and sprayed it on Shanda wounds watching it fizz.  
 As she told her story on Doctor Phil, she seemed sad and contrite, sorry for what 
she had done. After all, she had lost years in jail, and her life would never be the same. 
As she said, she’d have to live with it forever.  The main offender was a girl called 
Miranda Loveless, a name that belonged in a Dickensian novel. But what happened 
wasn’t a novel. It was real life.  All the girls involved were from troubled backgrounds: 
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incest victims, victims of horrific domestic violence. So they’d become the tormenters, 
wanting to feel that same power, to see the fear in Shanda’s eyes.  
 Like Emma, and her friends who had stood there and watched on, silently. I 
hadn’t shown fear, I guess because I never thought she would actually hit me. I never 
thought things would go that far. I’ve spent the last two years wondering why Emma did 
it. I wondered if they’d planned it. When they decided to ring Callum, to ask if they could 
come over, did they laugh about what they would do? Like the four girls who murdered 
Shanda? When Mum had taken off, speeding, to get me to the hospital, Emma had chased 
the car down the street screaming out, ‘I told ya I’d hit ya, I told ya.’  Mum told me later 
that she’d wanted to stop and back the car over her. I’d told police that she had threatened 
to punch me months before the party. 
 The fact was I’d hated living in Moranbah. It’s amazing to think how this dot on 
the map changed my life. I’d wanted to fit in so badly, that I was willing to do anything. I 
was willing to become anyone. Just to have friends. To be popular. Everyone cares what 
people think. Everyone. Whether they admit it or not.   
 I moved back to Brisbane a few weeks after I was discharged from hospital. We 
only stayed in Moranbah long enough for Mum to organise removalists. She contacted 
the Teachers’ Union and was able to get a compassionate transfer back to the city. I 
didn’t finish the last few weeks of Year Eleven, but I did do well in Year Twelve.  
 In Brisbane there is room to move. Even though there are so many people, there 
is room to breathe, not like in the country where the wide open space is deceiving. It’s 
like a mirage offering hope to a thirsty traveler. It’s all an illusion that crushes you.  
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 The high school where I did Year Twelve, was three times the size of Moranbah. 
I could walk the corridors anonymously. Of course, there was bullying there too. The 
teachers don’t see it, or else they ignore it. They talk as if it exists only in cyberspace and 
this keeps it even further removed, even less likely to be confronted, to be seen, or to be 
understood.  
 Some of the teachers in Brisbane knew my story, but were discreet. I didn’t want 
students to know. In Moranbah everyone knew everything, or thought they did. Really it 
was just gossip. The truth is never talked about. The gang bangs. The violence. The 
alcohol. Like horror stories from developing countries, they were vaguely aware that 
these things occurred, but as long as it isn’t their daughter, their son, it doesn’t matter. 
Does it? 
 When I was in hospital, Mum had even rung Dad and told him what had 
happened. He had acted concerned over the phone, but as usual, it was all talk. He said 
he’d try to come up to see me, but he never made it. I haven’t seen him in four years. 
Mum never left my side. She stayed every night in the hospital sleeping on a small 
makeshift bed beside me. Sometimes at night as I lay awake I could hear her snoring. It’s 
funny how something that had always annoyed me before, made me feel safe. It was 
comforting. I knew that I’d be okay, that Mum would always be there for me, even if my 
father wasn’t. 
 Not long ago I was on a City Cat in Brisbane, and I overheard the driver having 
a conversation with a passenger about the Arab-Israeli conflict in the Middle East. He 
said that his father had always believed that it was better not to believe too much in 
  
 
	
Page 
143 	
anything. ‘Live in moderation, my ol’ man used to say. If you believe in anything too 
much— love, religion— it can’t be good for you.’ 
 Is this why my father doesn’t want to know me? He has to spread himself thin, 
because he can’t love anyone too much. Not me. Not my Mum. Not even my half-sister, 
or half-brother. Recently, I heard he has another on the way, to a different woman. Maybe 
that is his philosophy too, move on, don’t stay anywhere too long, don’t feel. Is that the 
answer to life – never let people touch you?  
 Sometimes I’ve wondered if I should have stayed in the chaplain’s office with 
Sally. Hidden, keeping myself isolated, boxed in, safe. Cruise through life like the city cat 
driver, never getting involved too deeply.  
 I hadn’t wanted to tell Mum what I’d said to Emma at first, that I’d called her a 
skank. That I had given her a reason to hit me. That I’d asked for it. But they had been 
asking for it for months. I’d sat back and done nothing.  
 Not long ago there’d been a boy who became a YouTube hit, Casey something, I 
think his name was. A boy had been bullying him, and suddenly he had lashed out. He 
picked the kid up and hammered him down onto the ground. He was an overnight hit. He 
appeared on current affair shows telling how he had been bullied for months and how his 
cousin had committed suicide because of the torment he had received at school. 
Everybody loved him.  
 People are starting to take a stand. Mum said she couldn’t believe that I’d done 
nothing for so long. I know she felt tremendous guilt.  
 ‘If only I’d left ten minutes earlier. I should have gone to the principal when you 
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told me that she threatened to hit you. I should have done … something,’ she’d said to me 
a hundred times. 
 I’d heard Mum talking to a nurse in my room one night when I was in hospital 
and she’d thought I was asleep. She said that if parents knew what went on in schools 
they’d be the ones turning up with guns. They’d be the one’s who’d go on killing sprees, 
seeking revenge.  
 Shanda’s father died not long after her murder. She had been lured out of the 
house late at night, right under his nose. I think that is what hurt my mother too.  
The feeling of utter powerlessness. Teachers are thought to have so much power, yet it 
was precisely because she was a teacher that she could do nothing. She’d told me that on 
the night of the party, she’d been watching a film with Sally Field and Kiefer Sutherland. 
The woman was trapped in a traffic jam, while talking on the phone to her daughter. 
While speaking to her mother, the girl opened the door to a man, who barged his way into 
the house, then raped and killed her. The mother was left on the end of the line listening 
to her screams. Impotent. 
 I thought I saw Emma, about a year ago, in the middle of the Queen Street Mall. 
She was wearing a skirt and halter top and it was something about the way she held her 
head, tilted up and to the side, haughty and with the touch of arrogance that held me, 
frozen. Then someone called out to her and she turned around, smiling. Emma rarely 
smiled. Her name was Chloe. 
 If someone else were to write about Moranbah, I’m sure the story would be 
different. They wouldn’t choose me as the protagonist; they’d choose themselves, or 
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someone much more likable, someone readers would love. Not someone who is a mess of 
vulnerabilities and contradictions, not someone like me. But I am the person I am because 
of the time I spent in Moranbah. 
  I saw Ainsley at uni, a month or so ago. She leant in close and told me that 
Emma had attempted suicide. She sat back waiting for the impact. That’s what Ainsley 
always did, observed, sat back. I wondered if she knew what the girls had planned that 
night. What rumours had she been privy to? When I didn’t respond she added more 
information. She’d overdosed on pills. 
 ‘She’s living in Gympie.’ 
 ‘Gympie?’ I said. ‘No wonder she tried to commit suicide.’ 
 Ainsley’s mouth dropped.  
 Everyone has their own agenda. It’s never about you. I always find it helps to 
remember that. More things are going on than meet the eye. Digging away under the 
surface. People only ever see things from their perspective. They have blinkers on to the 
rest of the world. Like Jane Austen novels where the main characters have absolutely no 
idea what is going on around them, believing that the wrong person loves or hates them. 
They’re focused solely on themselves, their own pain. But the omnipresent narrator lets 
the reader see into their minds. I love the feeling of power those novels give you, being 
privy to everything.  
 I looked at Ainsley and wanted to see into her mind. Why did she tell me about 
Emma? I didn’t care. I thought of Kylie, the girl, who’d played up on Zac all those years  
ago. The one with the beautiful face. 
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 ‘I wonder what ever happen to Kylie,’ I said. 
 ‘Who?’ 
 ‘Kylie. You remember her, don’t you? She was only in Moranbah a couple of 
months. All the guys loved her, she was stunning. Remember?’ 
 Ainsley looked at me as if she thought my fractured skill had caused brain 
damage. 
 ‘Yeah, yeah I think so. What about her?’ 
 ‘Oh nothing. I just wondered about her, that’s all. What she’s doing now, you 
know.’ 
 ‘I’ve got no idea,’ she said. 
 It’s funny how some people are just forgotten. They go from place to place never 
being acknowledged, or remembered. 
 According to Ainsley, a Year Nine girl had been prostituting herself down at the 
Mac camp for the itinerant miners. Her mother found a stash of money in her room and 
confronted her about it. Police went to the school and talked on parade.  
 Katie had left school at the beginning of Year Twelve.  
 ‘She started cutting herself and acting really weird,’ said Ainsley. So she wasn’t 
worth thinking about. 
 A Year Ten girl was videotaped in a park by a group of boys as she masturbated 
with a dildo. Another girl took a photo as she placed a can of deodorant inside her. She 
sent the photo to a boy, who proceeded to send it to everyone in the town.  
 Moranbah is growing, becoming wealthier and uglier. Alcohol is not the only 
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drug. There’s a huge market for ecstasy, cocaine, and speed. They’ve got the money to 
pay. Of course these things happen everywhere, but in Moranbah claustrophobia 
exacerbates everything. A mining town can send you crazy in a week.  
 I want to hold up a mirror and say this is who you are. This is how you look to 
an outsider, under all the shiny cars and expensive toys, under all that wealth. This is you. 
Mining is booming in Queensland. Now more than ever. Clive Palmer has made a fortune 
from coal. Dig coal. Sell coal. Get rich. Gina Rinehart, Australia’s richest woman, has 
also made her fortune in mining. Mines are opening up every week, with millionaires 
appearing overnight, holding us all to ransom. Despite this, most people know very little 
about mining towns. Maybe now mining towns will be taken notice of for more than what 
they do for our economy. For more than what they strip from the earth. Maybe now 
someone will listen. People will hear the screams of women and young girls who have 
been forced to be silent. Not to tell, not to think. What will happen when there is no coal? 
When the horizon is lined with solar panels and wind turbines? When our outback is truly 
empty? For now, it is unimaginable. 
 Coal. You cough the word out quick and clean from the pit of your chest, a glob 
of phlegm. Coal. The word itself is like a cut, drag-lines ripping the earth apart. Coal. A 
rasping cough when you’ve got the flu. So there was coal and there was Moranbah. 
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Introduction  
How else can we know anyone, love anyone, but by imagining ourselves 
inside their skin ~ Anna Funder (2011, p.318) 
 
I wrote my creative work, Open Cut, for my daughter, and of course, for myself. It is a 
Young Adult novel that attempts to capture a moment in a young girl’s life when she is 
isolated, lonely, afraid, and vulnerable. I wrote the novel while I was in my forties, long 
after I had experienced the pain and heartache of adolescence, but there are things I 
remember as if they happened yesterday. Most young girls grow into women, and move 
rapidly on from their teenage years, never once glancing back over their shoulders. In 
discussions I had with people during the writing process, they would often ask why I 
wanted to relive the past. In today’s world we are forced to move on, get over things 
quickly. Forget. But I don’t think we do. I certainly didn’t.  
I remembered my own awkward adolescence as I watched my daughter’s angst at 
moving to a new town, making new friends, and meeting boys. I would sit on the kitchen 
floor next to the front door at 3a.m. cradling my head in my hands, as I waited for my 
daughter to come home. At such times, I felt I was going mad. I would relive my worst 
experiences and imagine that my child was also going through them, or worse, as well. 
Perhaps the story of Open Cut was born in these middle-of-the-night imaginings.  
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Writing is experiencing things twice. I recreated the emotions I had felt during 
adolescence, and desired the reader to experience these same emotions. I wanted readers 
to understand a group that is different— people, specifically young girls—who live in 
mining towns. Auto-ethnography, my research method, is about this transferral of 
emotion. I used this method because it allows readers to ‘identify or empathize’; 
similarly, first person narration creates a sense of intimacy for the reader, because of ‘the 
illusion that they are witness to something very private’ (2005, Breuer and Roth, p.431; 
2003, Schwenke Wylie, p.113). I felt a great need to talk to young girls and tell them that 
they are not alone, that their voices are important, necessary, and meaningful. I wrote it 
because I wish someone had spoken to me like this when I was young.   
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Chapter One: Situating Concepts  
The crucial task for each practice-led research project is … to give a voice 
to the artefact … to break the muteness … give it a voice so that it can tell 
its story   ~ Maarit Mӓkelӓ (2007, p. 163). 
 
‘I Wouldn’t Say That’: Finding a Young Adult, Female Voice in a Queensland Mining 
Town is a practice-led project of two components: a creative Young Adult novel, Open 
Cut, and an exegesis.  I set my project in a framework of feminist literary and auto-
ethnographic studies, using concepts of first person narration in the realist Young Adult 
novel genre to inform my work. The novel is a fictionalised account of the time my 
daughter and I spent living in Moranbah from 2002-2004.  Moranbah is a town that holds 
a strong male supremacist attitude, men and young boys pride themselves on their raw 
masculinity. As Williams explains, ‘An open cut or strip coal mine is one of the most 
pronounced masculine settings one could find in society’ (1981, p.31).   During my time 
in the town my voice, and the voice of my daughter, were silenced. On my return to 
Brisbane, the desire to tell this story became all consuming. I felt a deep desire for 
revenge, a desire to write down, for anyone who cared to read it, what a dark stain on our 
landscape mining towns are.  
The central focus of the project was to write the novel from the viewpoint of a 
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marginalised young adult, female character. I wanted to articulate the experience of 
adolescence for young women, and used Moranbah as the context and setting. My use of 
auto-ethnography allowed me to situate the knowledge my daughter holds about the life 
of an adolescent girl firmly in the town.  The novel is therefore based on a ‘real social 
group within a natural setting’ (Nagy Hesse-Biber and Patricia Leavy, 2004, p136).  The 
novel will ‘contribute to documenting the visibility of women’s lives and making 
women’s voices audible’, because I have used a feminist approach to ethnography 
(Bhavnani and Talcot, 2012, p.136).  
During my research, I grappled with the question of how to find a young, female 
voice in a Queensland mining town. The title of the exegetical work, ‘I wouldn’t say 
that’, encapsulates the process of trying to create an authentic, realistic text. The words, I 
wouldn’t say that, were an oft quoted refrain said by my daughter during the editing, 
drafting and writing process. When I wrote in my older, more knowledgeable voice, my 
daughter was quick to point out the discrepancy. ‘That’s not me, that’s you,’ she’d say, 
and I’d cross out the offending phrase or sentence.   
A feminist empiricism can be defined as ‘epistemology that gives primary 
importance to knowledge based on experience’ (Hundleby, 2012, p.28).  My daughter’s 
feedback, and her memories of her own lived experience, were used extensively to 
enhance and produce the work. This reciprocity between researcher and researched was 
an ongoing process that directed and informed the novel. As a concerned and ever present 
mother, I employed the research method of participant observation, albeit unwittingly, as 
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I stood by and watched my daughter become ostracised by young girls, and preyed upon 
by males, during her time spent in the town as an adolescent. Participant observation is a 
term ‘used to denote researcher involvement in the activities of those being researched’ 
(2004, Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy p. 136). And I was involved, actively. I am not able 
to take myself out of the equation; my novel is tainted by my thoughts, even as I tried to 
expunge traces of myself from the manuscript. I am there in the dialogue I created for a 
character, in a description I crafted for a scene. I am there, large as life, in the work.  
My daughter played the role of ‘gatekeeper’, one who held a ‘key position … 
within the environment’ (2007, Nagy Hesse-Bieber and Leavy, p.199), and she gave me 
“data” I was able to transform into sections of the novel. Bush and Staller further explain 
that many ethnographers believe that their ‘ability to do research depended … on the 
voluntary contributions and participation of those she studies. Without them, she would 
have nothing to write’ (2007, p.218). Indeed, without my daughter, I would not have 
written the novel. My experiences in the town would have been very different had I not 
been a teacher, and a single mother with a sixteen year old daughter. I had been privy to 
information that most teachers, and parents, were not.  
As my daughter’s confidante, I had to consider ethical problems associated with 
my research. During the writing of the novel, I constantly assessed not only my ability to 
“speak” in the voice of a character I largely modelled on my daughter, but also my right 
to. When discussing ethnographers, Bob Hodge says, ‘Their bodies and minds are marked 
by the experience, and that experience (real or claimed) is a crucial basis to their capacity 
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and right to know and speak’ (2009, p. 230). I strongly believe that, along with my 
daughter, I have a right to tell this story.  Nevertheless, I was often plagued by doubt. 
Though the novel is not biographical, would readers ascribe the character’s actions to my 
daughter? Breuer and Roth explain that ‘self- disclosure of the researcher, frequently with 
respect to private aspects of life and taboos, are taken in the mainstream scientific 
community as embarrassing, alarming, revolting, and so on’ (2005, P.426). While 
feminist research often focuses on the private, I still grappled with what information to 
divulge. When discussing the ethics of creative non-fiction, David Carlin asks, ‘Do you 
mind if I invent you? Do you mind if I lay bare your secret? It is a big ask. But what if 
you do mind? Will that stop me?’ (2009, p.9). Nagy Hesse-Biber explains how feminist 
researchers use reflexivity by ‘paying attention to the specific ways in which our own 
agendas affect the research at all points in the research process’ (2012, p.17). She goes on 
to add, ‘Feminist ethical issues also come into play in deciding what research findings get 
published’ (2012, p.17).  I certainly did not want to cause my daughter embarrassment or 
humiliation by the telling of the story.  
But, of course, my daughter is not the character: Jade. Glesne points out, ‘A life as 
told is a re-presentation of that life; the life and the telling are not the same thing. Rather 
the narrative—the telling or the writing—is always an interpretation of other peoples’ 
lives, an interpretation that qualitative researchers struggle with representing’ (2006, 
p.196). Denzin also explains that, ‘The ethnographer works back and forth between the 
contexts and situations of lived experience and the representations of those experiences’ 
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(2003, p.266). This also describes the process of my practice-led creative writing 
research. During the writing of my novel I had many conversations with my daughter, 
MSN chats, editing sessions and drafting sessions. I would read journals that she 
described as “thoughts and memories” from the period the novel is set, and from these, 
scenes would develop. All of this constitutes ‘evidence of practice’ located in my ‘acts 
and actions’ during the months and years it took to me to finish the creative work 
(Harper, 2008, p.170).   
I want my novel to be credible; I want readers to believe that the character is real, 
that she has a life before and after the novel, that she exists. Haseman and Mafe assert 
that research may hold ‘truth aspirations’ (2009, p.217).Yet I know that both my exegesis 
and creative work are not representations of a truth. Indeed, a feminist framework ‘refutes 
the positivist notion’ that there is ‘some truth lying “out there” waiting to be discovered’ 
(Brooks and Nagy Hesse-Biber, 2007, p.13). Open Cut is not the definitive work on life 
in a mining town, but it does offer something new to the field of Australian Young Adult 
novels. Bucher and Manning explain that while realist fiction ‘might not capture the 
essence of actual events and might not mirror people’s lives and society exactly as the 
participants perceive them’, they assert that what this category of literature ‘does attempt 
to do is make meaning out of a number of related events in ways that present readers with 
new ideas, add new depths to their lives, and allow young adults to see themselves in new 
ways’ (2006, p.87). 
Sturm and Michel explain that contemporary realist fiction contains ‘characters, 
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settings, situations and resolutions’ that ‘strike the reader as plausible; they could happen’ 
(2009, p.39). Likewise, Denzin asserts that realist fiction ‘presents its narrative in a way 
that appears factual’ (1989, p. 24).  Breuer and Roth point out that for the auto-
ethnographer ‘research pertains to the personalized, social, cultural, and historical 
context’ (2005, p.425). Indeed, Denzin believes that the ‘critical autoethnographer’s 
conduct is justified, because it is no longer just one individual’s case history or life story’ 
(2003, p.269). It becomes a historical record, documenting the social milieu of a 
particular time. At the time I was transferred to Moranbah, Queensland had been at the 
beginning of another resource boom. The Global Financial Crisis had not yet occurred, 
and the threat of global warming seemed to be a far distant danger, and so was largely 
ignored. But these larger economic and environmental issues remained in the 
background. My concern was for the private sufferings of my daughter, not the public 
issues that were to soon dominate the headlines.  
While I want the novel to be credible, Jordan asserts that realist literature, ‘Does 
not nor can it capture reality as we experience it; the term itself is an oxymoron’ (qtd. in 
Bucher and Manning, 2006, p.87). Of course, as I have created a fictional work, I have 
not tried to capture reality or truth. I am merely presenting a version of reality. I have 
done this by using intimate knowledge that I gained through participant observation, 
which I then reconstructed and interpreted to create scenes and a plot structure for the 
novel. Indeed, Barbara Tedlock observes that, ‘A number of social scientists have chosen 
other fictive genres—such as the short story, novella, and play—for representing 
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ethnographic materials’ (2000, p.463).    
According to Jean Karl, using a real person as a model for a character, or 
characters, is a method used by some Young Adult authors. She observes that, ‘Some 
authors create their characters, their voices, their plots out of children around them—their 
own children, children they have taught, or children they have known in some other way’ 
(1989, p.203). She explains that the ‘problem’ for this ‘kind of author is developing a 
realistic voice and maintaining it throughout … children must speak with their own voice 
and out of a sense of who and what they are’ (1989, p.203-204). Importantly, she adds 
that the character must ‘live and move as a real person, apart from the model that has 
been chosen’ (p. 204). 
In order to achieve this voice I chose to write the novel in first person. Indeed, I 
knew that I would write it using first person narration before I began, perhaps because I 
wanted to reconstruct the intimacy of the conversations, and close relationship, I shared 
with my daughter. Wylie cites Susan Snaider Lanser who asserts that in first person 
narration the narrator is ‘mirroring the narrative situation of nonfictional autobiography’ 
(2003, p.2). Indeed, Breuer and Roth claim that auto-ethnographical authors are 
‘interested in empathy and solidarity, which allow the reader to re-live or vicariously 
experience perceptions, sensations or feelings’ (2005, p.430). By writing my novel, I am 
revealing to readers information that I have obtained during the research process; 
allowing them to “listen in” on private conversations I had with my daughter about life in 
the mining town, becoming a part of the narrative. While the novel is about one young 
  
 
	
Page 
157 	
girl’s experiences, readers perform the ‘act of recognizing’ these experiences, which 
means that ‘the original experience has been reproduced in another person so that the 
description is valid for more than the original case’ (2005, Breuer and Roth, p. 430). The 
secrets my daughter imparted to me became ideas and scenes I could select to be included 
in the creative work. Of course, I relied on my daughter’s, and my own memory of 
events, and even now I know that there are some secrets I will never learn, and those that 
I know, but will never reveal. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that, ‘The ethnographer’s 
ability to penetrate the secrets of his or her subjects becomes a major stake in the 
ethnographic quest’ (Lovell, 2007, p.57).  However, as an author of a fictional work, I 
had to ‘hide the research’ I had gained as a participant observer, and as a mother, and 
allow the ‘viewpoint character or characters … to speak for themselves’ (Karl, 1989, 
p.204).   
Reissenweber explains that, ‘In fiction, first person takes the reader as confidant’ 
(2012, p.13). Cadden claims that, ‘The novels that are more celebrated for speaking 
through the young adult consciousness are those texts that are offered from straight first-
person points of view’ (2000, p.148). Wall states that, ‘Attempts to create, by the use of 
first-person child narrators, “authentic” child voices in fiction for children at present 
dominate the market, particularly in Australia and America’ (1991, p.249). Stephens 
argues that, ‘The most pervasive strategy for effecting the illusion of realism in modern 
children’s literature is first-person narration where the narrator and principal focalizer are 
the same’ (1991, p.251).  Karl explains that, ‘Writing through one child … brought the 
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reader into the book and into the action in a very direct way that helped the reader 
identify with the main character’ (1989, p.201). She goes on to assert that, ‘…no two 
authors are alike in how they invade the body of a child’ (Karl, 1989, p.202). First person 
narration would seem to be the obvious choice for achieving this “invasion”.  
Schwenke Wylie uses the term ‘first person engaging narration’ to refer to 
narratives that ‘desire to bring readers back to the feelings of the character-focalizer at 
that moment in time … the narrator seeks to reconstruct the events being related in a way 
that engages readers, a way that invites them to consider themselves in, or close to, the 
position of the protagonist’ (2003, p.116). She further explains that engaging narration, 
‘helps to explain the power of certain types of narratives that invite or foster an earnest 
and personal, if fictional, relationship between characters or narrator-protagonists and 
readers’ (2003, p.116). Immediate engaging narration goes further to ‘preclude an adult 
narrator’ because the ‘subject of the narrator-protagonists’ narratives is themselves at a 
particular point in time in their immediate past’ (2003, p.116). This is precisely the 
relationship that I have hoped to create between the protagonist and reader in my novel. If 
‘ethnography requires a very special kind of “being there”’, I wanted the use of first 
person to allow the reader to feel as though they too were there in the mining town, along 
with the protagonist, Jade, going through events as they unfold (Buch and Staller, 2007, 
p.213). According to Reynolds, Young Adult fiction allows adolescents to ‘work through 
a range of scenarios on the page, acquiring knowledge … vicariously and without risk to 
themselves’ (2007, p.120). This has been described as ‘the fundamental purpose of 
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children’s fiction’ (Stephens, 1999, p.57).  
  While first person has been lauded as a way to achieve an engaging voice in 
Young Adult Literature, Cadden argues that, ‘Novels constructed by adults to simulate an 
authentic adolescent’s voice are inherently ironic because the so-called adolescent voice 
is never—and can never be—truly authentic’ (2000, p.146). This argument is furthered 
by Nodelman and Karl who claim that, ‘Experienced adults cannot become innocent 
children’ and, ‘Not all adults can slough off, even for the time of writing, the knowledge 
they have acquired through the years’ (2008, p.197; 1989, p.202). Weinreich also 
highlights the fact that the first person narrator ‘may appear too adult, too wise and too 
literary’ (2000, p.70). Indeed, this has been a criticism of my own work. I am, after all a 
forty-seven year old woman, and even with the data I have gathered from a younger 
participant, I still had to write as if I was an adolescent if the novel were to be credible. 
By the time I had finished my research my daughter was twenty-six, and had also left her 
adolescence long behind her, so even her thoughts could be considered too mature when 
compared to those she would have held as an adolescent. 
Clearly, there is a difficulty in achieving the voice of a young adult for all adult 
authors of this genre. In order to create an authentic voice I employed auto-ethnography 
and participant observation as my research methods, hoping that this would bridge the 
gap between my older voice and the voice of the young confused girl I hoped to achieve. 
While this was a strategy I used to write my novel, as Rachel Falconer points out, it is 
simply not ‘tenable to argue that adults and children are completely unrelated tribes’ 
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(2009, p.31). We have all been young once, and nothing scars the mind like the 
experiences we had in our youth.  And, of course, many Young Adult authors have not 
used the research methods I have used, and yet still manage to write brilliant novels in the 
realist Young Adult genre.  The next chapter examines works by two of these authors. 
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Chapter Two: Precedents of Practice 
If the act of writing charts the process of thought, it’s a process that leaves 
a trail, like a series of fossilized footprints. Other art forms can last and 
last — painting, sculpture, music — but they do not survive as voice  ~  
                                                                               Margaret Atwood (2002, p.158) 
 
 
The precedents of practice examine two contemporary Young Adult novels, Dust, by 
Christine Bongers, and Jasper Jones, by Craig Silvey. Both novels are set in small country 
towns, and have been published in the last five years. Dust is set in the real Queensland 
town of Biloela, where the author grew up, and Jasper Jones is set in the fictional mining 
town of Corrigan, in Western Australia. I identity the use of first person narration and 
make reference to, and expand on, theories discussed in the previous chapter, ‘Situating 
Concepts’. 
The novel Dust, begins with a prologue that allows the reader to understand that 
the entire novel is told in flashback. The mother tells her children, who have been taken 
along on the road trip, ‘We’re going to dance on a grave and track down some ghosts’ 
(2009, p.2). Indeed, that is the premise for the entire story: ridding the narrator of ghosts 
from her past. The narrator is retelling events that have happened long ago, and she is 
now a mother with children of her own. Schwenke Wylie uses the term ‘distant-engaging 
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narration’ to explain a narrative voice that ‘tells the story ages hence’ (2003, p.118). She 
uses this term to differentiate this type of narration from ‘immediate engaging narration’ 
discussed in the previous chapter.  
In Bongers’ novel, the young girl tells how she, and her brothers, marginalised 
and ignored two young girls from their neighbourhood who were molested by their step-
father and step-grandfather. While the body of the Bongers’ novel is written using 
engaging narration, the prologue, the last few chapters, and the epilogue, force the reader 
to understand that an adult, much older than the protagonist, Cecilia, is telling the story.  
Towards the end of the novel, the children of the woman describe a ‘lecture’ that she had 
given them ‘when they were ten’ where she explained that, “Faecal incontinence can be a 
sign of child abuse”’ (2009, p.222). The children, presumably now teenagers, bemoan 
their mother’s didactic tirades, ‘“Silence rewards the guilty and conspires against the 
innocent.” Remember that one? It drove me crazy. I just wanted her to be like other 
mothers and tell us that silence was golden’ (2009, p.222).  
The narrator had been on a crusade against child abuse since she had learned the 
fact that her neighbours had been victims. Belbin contends that, ‘YA fiction acts as a 
home for writers with a serious moral agenda’; however, the explicit moral lesson creates 
distance between the reader and the narrator, and the reader may feel preached to, much 
like the children of the woman (2011, p.140). The moral of the story in Dust is stated 
explicitly: don’t stand by while others are hurt. The novel could be said to be the voice of 
the author who feels the need to cleanse herself of guilt, but as Walsh explains, ‘Many 
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otherwise very promising books have been wrecked by the intrusion of the author … if 
the real author pops out from behind the mask and starts to show his or her own feelings, 
then the reader’s attention is distracted’ (1989, p.170).  
The effect of having the narrator projecting herself (and consequently the reader) 
into ‘Biloela, central Queensland Present Day’, as Chapter 31 is named, is jarring to the 
reader and pushes them out of the narrative. This disruption severs the tie the author has 
forged between the narrator and reader. The ‘authenticity’ and the magic is lost, and the 
dream-like quality of being immersed in a narrative is fractured. 
At the end of Dust, the reader is no longer being spoken to by an ‘unassailable, 
seductive, and singular voice’, but by a moralistic mother figure, who has an agenda to 
serve (Cadden, 2000, p.151). It becomes obvious at the end of the novel that the author 
wants to explicitly state her opinions on child molestation, and her adult voice intrudes 
upon the narrative. The mention of ‘faecal incontinence’ implies an adult readership. It is 
obvious the children in the novel, who were ten at the time they were first told, did not 
understand the meaning, and neither would a child reader. Nodelman’s assertion that 
children’s fiction is ‘a sort of storytelling therapy for frustrated adults’, may have some 
credence here (2008, p. 218).  
In her chapter ‘On Wearing Masks’, Jill Paton Walsh explains why an author’s 
subjectivity should be kept behind what she refers to as the ‘mask’: 
 
Can I move you to tears by telling you that I, JPW, safe and comfortable upward 
of 140 years later, am bitterly opposed to the practise of sending five-year-old 
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girls down coal mines for twelve hours a day with tallow candles? So what? Who 
doesn’t disapprove of that? Who cares what I approve of (1989, p.171). 
 
The same question could be asked of the author of Dust: Who doesn’t disapprove 
of child abuse? Hollindale believes that it is ‘necessary to accept that all children’s 
literature is inescapably didactic’. He further points out, ‘Writers for children (like writers 
for adults) cannot hide what their values are’ (1992, p.30). 
This kind of didactic posturing by the ‘voice of experience’ was ‘an essential part 
of the activity’ in relationships between narrator and reader in many early books written 
for children using first person narrators (Wall, 1991, p. 246).  Schwenke Wylie explains 
that, ‘In dissonant first person narration, the narrator is clearly older and wiser than the 
younger self whose exploits are being narrated’ (2003, p. 118). She goes on to argue that, 
‘While a reader can be just as interested in what a dissonant narrator has to say, there is 
much less of a chance that they will feel personally involved in the events being related 
because they are being kept at a distance’ (2003, p.118). The decision to highlight the 
degree of retrospection, therefore, ‘affects the reading experience’ (2003, Schwenke 
Wylie, p.119).When a writer moves between the “present” of the story and the reflective 
tone, it can be jarring to the reader, because they are taken out of the fictional world of 
the narrative. And yet, as Wall points out, ‘First person narration cannot avoid a gap 
between the experiencing and the narrating self’ (1991, p.252). 
Jasper Jones, like Dust, is narrated in first person, but is told mostly in the present 
tense. The opening line, ‘Jasper Jones has come to my window’ becomes ‘Jasper Jones is 
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at my window’ (2009, Silvey, p.1, p. 2). This creates an immediate engaging narrator, 
because it is evident that events have occurred only moments before they have been 
written. When Charlie goes to the creek with Jasper, and sees Laura, he says, ‘Laura 
Wishart is dead. Look. Dead. She is right there hanging from that tree. Right there’ (2009, 
Silvey, p. 12-13). The use of first person present tense creates a sense of immediacy and 
urgency, which continues throughout the entire novel, as the reader, along with Jasper and 
Charlie, struggles to find the truth behind the young girl’s death.   
At the start of the novel, Charlie is as much in the dark as the reader. Like Dust, 
Jasper Jones tells the story of a marginalised character, Jasper, an Aboriginal boy, who is 
made into a scapegoat by the people of Corrigan. Schwenke Wylie criticises ‘immediate-
engaging narration’ because she says it is a ‘“not-very-well-digested reality” because the 
narrator-focalizer has not had time to digest the experiences being related’ (2003, p.122). 
However, Craig Silvey has exploited this sense of confusion, and Charlie and Jasper’s 
inability to understand what has happened to Laura, to propel the reader through the 
narrative at a cracking pace. 
In both Dust and Jasper Jones, the stories are told by narrators who are not the 
subject of the events. Schwenke Wyile asserts that, ‘The reason we care about the narrator 
in first person narration is because the narrator is the character; thus, any choices the 
narrator makes in the telling also directly illuminate the character’ (2003, p. 121). In 
Dust, Cecilia is not the one molested; indeed, one could argue that when she was a child 
she had no understanding at all of what was happening to the girls, who were her 
neighbours. The molestation, the premise for the writing of the novel, is not a major part 
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of the plot. It occurs on the fringe, not quite entering the main story.  
In Jasper Jones, Charlie becomes involved in a mystery surrounding the death of 
Laura, because Jasper has appeared at his window asking for help. In ethnographic terms 
the characters in both novels are participant observers, and so the reader learns about the 
main protagonist through the younger, and more naïve narrators. Karl states that, ‘The 
viewpoint character cannot criticize his own approach to life’, and perhaps this is why the 
authors have the story told by other characters, to allow another perspective, another 
insight, into the character (1989, p.200). This technique may give the story authenticity. It 
is not told by an unreliable narrator, because events are filtered through the eyes of 
Charlie, and Cecilia.  
In the novel, Jasper pleads with Charlie to trust him, ‘…I need your help. Because 
you’re smart, and you’re different to the others … I hoped you might see things from my 
end. That’s what you do, right? When you’re readin. You’re seeing what it’s like for other 
people’ (2009, pp.21-22). Jasper could be said to be explaining engaging narration. The 
process whereby the reader loses oneself in the narrative, and emphasises with the plight 
of the character.  This is easier to do for a young adult reader when the character is close 
to their age and experience, and events mirror issues that they themselves are grappling 
with. Denzin explains that, ‘The autoethnographer functions as a universal singular, a 
single instance of more universal social experiences … every person is like every other 
person, but like no other person’ (2003, p.268). This encapsulates that sense of 
connecting with another person when we read. Though my novel is situated in a 
particular place, at a particular time, I want readers to be able to relate to the protagonist 
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who is going through issues that could be said to be universal. Jade is like every other 
adolescent girl, but like no other girl.  
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Chapter 3: Researcher’s Creative Work 
When you are in the middle of a story it isn’t a story at all, but only a 
confusion; a dark roaring, a blindness, a wreckage of shattered glass and 
splintered wood … It’s only afterwards that it becomes anything like a 
story at all. When you are telling it, to yourself or to someone else ~ 
                                                                      Alias Grace, Margaret Atwood (1997, p.346) 
 
 
‘Most stories do have a story about their inception’ (Belbin, 2011, p. 133). This is the 
story of Open Cut. Many writers claim that they write to make sense of their lives, and I 
suppose this is why I began to write Open Cut. I knew intuitively that Moranbah was an 
unusual town as soon as we arrived. In 2002, the mining boom was just beginning, 
mining and carbon taxes were in the distant future, and I had not heard of Gina Rinehart 
or Clive Palmer. Mining towns have not entered much into Australian literature, and they 
are rich sources of plot, character, and setting. Marcia Langton points out that, ‘There is 
significant literature from the social and political sciences [about mining towns] yet the 
cultural workers in literature, art and film have barely kept up with them’ (2006, p.17). 
Moranbah was an unfamiliar country. My novel provides a fresh insight into mining town 
culture from the perspective of an adolescent girl.  
Reynolds explains that a novel written in the genre of Young Adult fiction, 
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‘Features characters caught up in the turbulent and complex emotions associated with the 
teenage years and is addressed to readers in this state of turmoil’ (2007, p.72). It could be 
argued that this is why Young Adult literature is so difficult to write; this frenzy of 
emotion must be sustained over the length of the novel. Breuer and Roth explain that 
auto/ethnographers ‘have to engage in the utter concreteness of mundane everyday life—
get their hands dirty, so to speak—and have to fix their experiences on paper (or some 
other medium) after metaphorically cleaning their hands ’ (2005, p.427).  Yet, like Lady 
Macbeth, my hands remain unclean. The title of my novel Open Cut, the term used for an 
above ground coal mine, is also used metaphorically to describe the way in which the 
town of Moranbah carved itself upon my daughter, and upon me. Katrina Schlunke 
explains that, ‘The ethnographer scratches into different groups and worlds, and those 
worlds or groups of individuals or artefacts scratch back. These marks affect the physical 
body and also the body of knowledge that is created’ (2009, p.226). My life, and the life 
of my daughter, has been irrevocably changed because of our experiences in the town. 
Denzin explains that, ‘Fictions … merely arrange and rearrange events that could 
have or did happen’ (1989, p.24). This is exactly what I did when writing Open Cut. 
Some events I depicted as my daughter, or I, remembered them, and some were entirely 
made up.  ‘The language of the writer can produce it, but the experience of the “the 
other” can direct it’ (2004, Nagy Hesse-Biber and Patricia Leavy, p.423). I gave the 
experiences of my daughter an artificial structure, highlighted some events, embellished 
or ignored others, tried to make sense out of the chaos of those years. It sounds simple. It 
wasn’t. I couldn’t add events if they did not drive the narrative forward. I had to find a 
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compelling, dramatic story within the mundane moments of everyday life. 
  A main issue was the difficulty of writing in first person, and attempting to 
become, as I sat at my desk, a young adult female. For this to be convincing the voice had 
to sound credible. The creek scene in my novel was one I had difficulty writing.  I had 
not been to that particular area in the town; I had only observed my daughter’s coming 
and goings from the creek every afternoon. When I was in the process of writing the 
novel, some years after it is set, my daughter took me to the spot where she used to swim 
and camp. She was still living in the town and I was visiting. We followed the same path 
that she went with her friends to get there, and I saw the swing they had used to dive into 
the water, and the tree with makeshift steps hammered into it. I took photos and placed 
them on a corkboard above my writing desk. Discussions with my daughter helped me 
write the scene. She gave me descriptions of what they did: riding a four wheeler, making 
camp fires, and swimming. Of course, my daughter was telling me this some years later. 
Would she have told the same story when she was sixteen? I doubt it. 
In an initial draft of the scene my daughter complained that I had made Jade too 
passive. The boys were busy collecting the firewood, while she sat back and watched. 
While I was writing the scene, I was the one observing, being ‘me’ the author, not the 
character. ‘You never have me DO anything’, my daughter said. While the scene is one in 
which Jade reflects about her life in the town, the character needed to act, or risk 
becoming boring. In later drafts, I had to alter my role in the creative process from 
observer to participant observer, in order to create a more engaging scene. I was meant to 
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be the protagonist, Jade, not an anxious, worried mother, watching from the side-lines. 
I knew I wanted to write about fridging, because it would add authenticity to the 
work. This phenomenon is unique, as far as I know, to Moranbah, and involves the theft 
of alcohol from bar fridges that are placed at the back of miners’ homes. I had heard 
about this practice from a teacher in my staffroom while I was living in Moranbah. My 
daughter was in Year Ten and I looked on aghast as the teacher explained what fridging 
was. Drinking is a major problem in the town, and it is taken up by children from an early 
age who use it to overcome boredom.  
Though I’d only ever heard it referred to once, I always remembered it, and so, 
when I was in the process of writing my novel, I asked my daughter if she had heard of it. 
The following is our first conversation about fridging:  
 
‘I want to write a scene about fridging, have you heard of it?’ I asked.  
‘Yeah, I did it,’ she replied.  
I felt sick, my heart stopped for a second.  
‘You did it?’ I asked. ‘Are you serious? You stole?’  
I tried to remain calm and breathe. 
‘Well, I didn’t take it, but I was there when the boys did,’ she said. 
My heart had started beating again, wildly. Her candour was both infuriating and 
exhilarating at the same time. 
‘You were there!?’   
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I felt a bizarre mix of excitement and dread. On the one hand I now had first-hand 
information on fridging, but I also had to deal with the fact that my daughter had been 
involved in theft and, at the time, I had not even known. Did the teacher who told me 
about it have any idea that my child had been a part of it? It had not occurred to me while 
sitting in my staffroom listening to the term fridging being described, that she would have 
done such a thing. Did I want to know now? Would it be better to not write that scene at 
all? I had to think about the moral and ethical choices. Was it appropriate to include in a 
Young Adult novel? If I wrote about it, was I condoning it? How would I have reacted if 
I had heard about her participation in fridging at the time that we were both living in 
Moranbah? I would have been horrified. When discussing the ethics of representation, 
Priessle and Han ask, ‘Will research participants be distressed when they learn how they 
are described, characterized and interpreted?’ (2012, p. 596).  My daughter was not 
distressed about my writing that scene. Indeed, she recalled it fondly; she had felt trusted, 
part of something dangerous. She wanted it to be included in the novel. 
I tried several times to write the scene, but was so worried about how the 
character would be perceived, (My god she’s a thief!) I couldn’t do it without it sounding 
judgmental. My own voice, my own emotions, shame, and confusion, kept intruding. 
How far was I prepared to go in exposing life in the town? If I was going to write the 
novel authentically I had to write it honestly, and show the positive and negative sides of 
the character. I needed to show the character’s flaws, allow her to get deeper and deeper 
into trouble. Her greatest flaw is her need to belong, her overriding desire to fit in and be 
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a part of the town, no matter the cost. She didn’t judge, so nor should I. My inhibitions, 
the fact that I was a teacher and a single-mother (with all the negative stereotypes that 
this entails) cast doubt on whether or not I should write about fridging at all.   
‘Working within successful or unsuccessful relationships with subjects is not 
something that can be taught, instructed, rehearsed or measured – rather the relationships 
must be experienced, and we may find that we are unprepared for what we experience in 
the research setting’ (2012, Pillow, Wanda S. and Cris Mayo, p. 195). I was certainly not 
prepared when my daughter told me she had been involved. Indeed, it took me over a 
year before I would try and write the scene at all. 
  The first draft of the scene had begun with a definition of fridging: Fridging is the 
name given to stealing alcohol from bar fridges at the back of houses in Moranbah. I 
committed the worst sin any writer can do: ‘tell’, rather than ‘show’. Sometime later, I 
asked my daughter to describe for me what they did and said in order to help me get an 
idea of what happened when they went fridging. Dialogue had always been difficult for 
me, especially when trying to speak in the language and tone of an adolescent. She 
randomly came out with phrases she thought they would have said, and at the end of ten 
minutes I had a list that would be used to create the scene: 
 
‘Get the fuck off my property.’ 
‘Sometimes they’d come back empty handed.’ 
‘Adrenaline rush, never knew if they would come out waving a gun.’ 
‘Stupid cunt deserves it if he doesn’t put a lock on.’ 
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‘Bastard was standing there watching us the whole time.’ 
 
When I placed a revised, early draft of the chapter on my blog, an ex-student of 
mine, from Moranbah, said that he and a mate had read it. When they were finished his 
mate turned to him and said, ‘That’s our lives.’ Another student commented on the post 
saying, ‘Haha shit miss, romanticising thuggery … hit the nail on the head though.’ 
Martin states, ‘In the best realistic narratives, we are startled into an awareness of the real 
… it captures a truth of experience that we knew, however dimly, all along’ (p. 58). It had 
not been my intention to romanticise or demonise the town, or the young people who 
lived there. I wanted to create an ‘empathetic perspective’, which Cadden describes as the 
‘ultimate goal of the Young Adult novel’ (2000, p. 148).  
Because I wanted my novel to have immediacy, it needed to be told in the 
moment, and apart from several intrusions in the novel where the gap in time is 
highlighted, I wrote the novel in immediate engaging narration. However, it is not written 
in present tense, and this means that at times the voice of the younger Jade becomes 
blurred with the reflective musings of her older self. Nodelman criticises the sense of 
immediacy that first person can give, by explaining that it is being written by an adult 
who is encouraging the young reader ‘to reinvent their own actual immediate experiences 
in terms of distanced adult imaginings of childhood immediacy’ (p.197). He seems to 
suggest that this makes the narrative, somehow untrue, phoney. Does this mean that 
adults should not try to write books for adolescents at all? According to Falconer, ‘If 
there is no dialogic encounter, no impersonations of adulthood by children of childhood 
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by adults … then we may well become mutually incomprehensible to each other’ (2009, 
p.30).  My writing of the novel was perhaps an attempt to forge a closer bond with my 
daughter, to allow her to realise that I had been a teenager once, and that I understood. I 
wanted her to know I loved her, and always would, no matter what.  
The scene where Jade has her first sexual encounter was also very difficult to 
write. Most parents do not want to think of their child engaging in sexual activity, much 
less imagine it. I have a difficult enough time remembering my own tawdry experience.  I 
needed the character of Jade to be confused and naïve, when, as the adult writer sitting at 
a computer, I was neither of these. Young adult novels have been described as ‘a 
sophisticated representation of a lack of sophistication … an artful depiction of 
artlessness’ (Cadden, p. 146). Sturm and Michel are also critical of the first person 
perspective, stating it ‘heightens the complicity of the reader … because readers are 
meant to identify with the “I” in the book … Each time the character speaks, the reader 
reads “I” and treats the experience as if it were his or her own’ (p.39). While these 
criticisms may be valid, they are not normally those held by readers. Indeed, readers, 
particularly young adults, relish the close relationship forged between themselves and the 
character. Novels allow you to experience things you otherwise would not, by creating a 
fantasy world. Realist novels create a world similar to their own and give young readers a 
script to work with in their own lives. Critics, teachers and parents are the gatekeepers 
who are most concerned about the use of first person narratives, particularly if the story 
deals with sex or other behaviours deemed unacceptable. 
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In Open Cut, Jade has gone on to university at the close of the novel, and the 
reader is aware that at least one year has passed since the climax. I chose to have Jade’s 
thoughts and reflections narrated two years after the time she had left Moranbah. This 
allowed the character time to mature, and gain some perspective on her experiences; 
however, I still wanted the voice to be young. The motherly character who features at the 
end of Dust appears so much older than the child narrator that it is as if it this section 
were written by another person entirely. I didn’t want Jade’s voice to become didactic. 
She is not meant to be the voice of authority telling adolescents how to live their lives, so 
I did not want to create too much distance between the older and younger voice. Yet I am 
aware that the voice of Jade, as a nineteen year old, may still seem older than those years, 
because I am inserting my own thoughts as a middle-aged woman into the story, in the 
same way that I claim Chris Bongers had done in Dust. 
Jade explicitly refers to her unreliability towards the end of the novel, and hints at 
the limitations of first person narration: 
 
Everyone has their own agenda. It’s never about you. I always find it helps to 
remember that. More things are going on than meet the eye. Digging away under 
the surface. People only ever see things from their own perspective. They have 
blinkers on to the rest of the world. Like Jane Austen novels where the main 
characters have absolutely no idea what is going on around them, believing that 
the wrong person loves or hates them. They’re focused solely on themselves, their 
own pain. But the omnipresent narrator lets the reader see into their minds. I love 
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the feeling of power those novels give you, being privy to everything. 
 
Jade admits that there may be more sides to the story than the one she has told. 
She has told her version, and others are free to tell theirs. Cadden attacks Young Adult 
novels that provide a ‘single voice’ saying that, ‘These books and speakers provide only 
one argument or position on a matter, and most important, they fail to provide within the 
text the tools necessary to reveal the contestability of these immature perspectives to the 
equally immature reader’ (2000, p.148). He argues that differing perspectives are needed 
otherwise young readers would ‘likely come away with a single opinion fortified with the 
voice of “one of their own,” ironically’ (2000, p.151). He believes this shielding of the 
ironical stance is short changing readers who, he appears to think, are too stupid to 
understand that the writer may not actually be close to their own age, and may very well 
be pushing their own agenda. Wall agrees, and says, ‘When the characters and readers are 
both children, it is easy to foresee that without considerable guidance the readers may 
lack the experience to see beyond the obvious, and may therefore accept the presentation 
of the story, and the characters, at face value,’ (1991, p. 111). Yet, she later states, ‘They 
know the voice, to which they may or may not be attracted is an adult voice’ (p. 273). 
Indeed, in all too many cases, this fact is glaringly obvious.  
In Open Cut, the reader is only able to see things through Jade’s eyes. 
Reissenweber makes clear that, ‘A first-person narrator is limited to his own world 
experience and his own inner world’ (2012, p.13). Yet Jade acknowledges that her version 
of events may be different to someone else’s: 
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If someone else were to write about Moranbah, I’m sure the story would be 
different. They wouldn’t choose me as the protagonist; they’d choose themselves, 
or someone much more likeable, someone readers would love. Not someone who 
is a mess of vulnerabilities and contradictions, not someone like me. 
 
Wylie believes that such intrusions in the texts may serve as ‘a valuable reminder 
regarding the constructedness of all narratives’ (2003, 2). Cadden believes that a ‘clearly 
unreliable singular YA consciousness, provides the YA audience the tools to grow as 
readers’ (2000, p153). Auto-ethnographical texts are involved in ‘eye opening, and 
bringing to light of new, interesting, and unusual perspectives’ (Beuer and Wolff-Michael 
Roth, 2005, p.429). While the use of first-person can be said to be limiting, the novel 
offers a point of view that has been overlooked in the public domain, so it therefore 
redresses some of the inequalities regarding women and young girls in mining towns. 
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Conclusion  
Life in the Private Sphere has become a Public Nightmare ~ 
                                                                                   Denzin (2003, p.257) 
 
 
My role as a Year Co-ordinator at a large Brisbane school has confirmed my belief that 
stories like Open Cut need to be heard. According to Denzin, ‘Today public issues trump 
private trouble’, and so young girls suffer their torments silently (2003, p.260). The 
economic boom of the mining industry and the sudden down turn in the coal industry is 
what makes headlines, not the intimate lives of young girls. Men—the main employees of 
mining companies—may lose their jobs. But what about the girls? Though Jade escapes 
back to Brisbane at the end of the novel, the plight of many young girls worsens. 
Through the use of auto-ethnography and first person narration I have achieved a realist 
narrative which gives a credible depiction of life in a Queensland coal mining town.  At 
all times I tried to keep my adult, worldlier voice, from intruding upon the narrative. I 
didn’t always succeed.  
Christine Bonger’s novel, Dust, and Craig Silvey’s novel, Jasper Jones, were 
examined to further demonstrate the use of first person narration in Young Adult Fiction. 
Though these novels could be described as realist fiction, they are narrated by characters 
who are not directly involved in the events being told; this removes the reader from the 
action and reduces the level of engagement experienced. In Dust, this distance is 
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exacerbated by the intrusion of the moralistic older voice in sections of the novel. 
My research has made a significant contribution to knowledge in the field of Young 
Adult literature because it offers a stark, graphic portrayal of an Australian mining town 
that has not been heard before. It allows other young women in society to hear stories, 
similar to their own, and from that, gain a greater understanding of themselves and others. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A: Ethical Statement 
Imagining the life of another is an act of compassion as holy as any ~ 
                                                                                                Anna Funder (2011, p.358) 
 
The novel Open Cut was created using data from a practice-led research project titled, ‘I 
Wouldn’t Say That’: Finding a Young Adult, Female Voice in a Queensland Mining 
Town. The research methods employed were auto-ethnography and participant 
observation. Most of the data used in the writing of the creative work was gained in the 
years 2002-2004 when I lived in Moranbah with my then adolescent daughter. 
My research project is perhaps a unique case because of close relationship with 
my daughter and the fact that most of the ‘data’ was collected prior to my enrolling at 
QUT. The data includes journal entries written by my daughter that were used as 
inspiration for scenes within the novel, MSN chats, emails and many conversations. The 
data also includes the actual lived experience of both my daughter and me. 
As I state in my exegesis, ‘During the writing of the novel, I constantly assessed 
not only my ability to “speak” in the voice of a character I largely modelled on my 
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daughter, but also my right to (p.152). I believe I have a right to tell this story, though I 
am aware that there are risks involved. According to the ‘National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research’, research that has merit is ‘justifiable by its potential 
benefit’ (p. 12). The potential benefit to knowledge and understanding of the creative 
writing process, and of young girls residing in mining towns justifies my use of some of 
my daughter’s life experiences. However, this novel remains a work of fiction. 
Although I have clearly stated that the work is fiction, there are those who may 
still ascribe the actions of the character to my daughter. She acknowledges that this story 
may cause feelings of embarrassment or shame, but believes that the risks are justified by 
the benefits. My daughter is a well-educated and independent woman, who was in no way 
pressured or coerced into participating in this project, therefore the risk of distress is very 
low. She is now twenty-six and has left her adolescence behind her, she believes, as I do, 
that other young girls may benefit from reading Open Cut. 
According to the ‘National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research’, 
among the values ‘prominent in the ethics of human research’… ‘respect is central’ 
(p.11). Throughout the project I considered by daughter’s opinions and judgements. I 
highly valued her input, and as her mother sought to protect her integrity. I treated her 
with the upmost respect, honesty and openness during the research process, ensuring that 
my aims and objectives were transparent.  
   
